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INTRODUCTION 


In recent years, considerable attention has been given to the fact 
that an increasing number of Christians have become disenchanted 
with their churches and with the little interest these appear to show 
in the spiritual lives of their parishioners.'! It has also been sug- 
gested that this development has led many such Christians to sat- 
isfy their longing for inner growth and transformation by turning to 
New Age religions, alternative spiritualities, and Eastern faith tradi- 
tions. Buddhism and Hinduism, two Eastern religions renowned 
for their contemplative outlook, have been particularly attractive to 
Westerners seeking to nurture their spiritual existence and to attain 
greater intimacy with God.? 





1 See, for instance, Robin Amis, A Different Christianity: Early Christian 
Esotericism and Modern Thought (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1995), pp. xiti-ix; Olivier Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism 
(London: New City, 1993), p. 7; Richard Smoley, Inner Christianity (Boston, 
MA: Shambhala, 2002), pp. 1-2. 

? Reference to this phenomenon can be found in a multitude of writ- 
ings. It is at the heart of works, such as L. Angel, Enlightenment East and 
West (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994); J. J. Clarke, 
Jung and Eastern Thought: A Dialogue with the Orient (London: Routledge, 
1994); idem, Oriental Enlightenment: The Encounter Between Asian and Western 
Thought (London: Routledge, 1997); E. Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason, and 
Religion (London: Routledge, 1992); K. Wilber, J. Engler, and D. P. Brown, 
eds., Transformations of Consciousness: Conventional and Contemplative Perspectives 
and Developments (Boston, MA: Shambhala, 1986). The phenomenon is 
considered within a specifically monastic context in Bruno Barnhart and 
Joseph Wong, eds., Purity of Heart and Contemplation: A Monastic Dialogue 
between Christian and Asian Traditions (New York: Continuum, 2001); 
Mayeul de Dreuille, From East to West: A History of Monasticism (New York: 
Crossroad, 1999); Donald W. Mitchell and James A. Wiseman, eds., The 
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While the richness of Eastern religions is beyond dispute, it is 
interesting and perhaps ironic that many contemporary Christians 
remain unaware of the spiritual wealth that characterizes their own 
heritage and deem Christian teaching too dryly rationalistic to facili- 
tate inner growth. This perception is surprising, especially in view 
of the fact that Christianity has its own set of powerful medita- 
tional approaches to peace and wisdom which are comparable to 
those of Asian faith traditions. The mystical writings of early Chris- 
tian ascetics, in particular, pay close attention to a person’s inner 
development, and a glance at these writings soon reveals a deep- 
seated tradition that is rich in practical guidance designed to invite 
direct contact with God. The present study wishes to explore this 
early Christian tradition. It seeks to show that Christianity’s ancient 
legacy, if reintroduced in the teaching of today’s churches, may 
breathe new life into the bodies and souls of discontented Chris- 
tians. 


Before we can embark on the exploration of Christianity’s 
mystical heritage, however, a number of matters call for preliminary 
discussion. The most pressing of these is the explication of the 
rather elusive term “mysticism.” How might this term be defined, 
and in what way is it being used in the present context? What did 
early Christians mean when they spoke of “mystical” theology? 
How did they conceive of the “mystical” life? After giving thought 
to this set of questions, we will explore some of the reasons for the 
long-standing neglect of Christianity’s ancient legacy. 

The attempt to define “mysticism” is a trying one, and some 
researchers prefer to avoid the term altogether.s Bernard McGinn, 


Gethsemani Encounter: A Dialogue on the Spiritual Life by Buddhist and Christian 
Monastics (New York: Continuum, 1997); Brian J. Pierce, We Walk the Path 
Together (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2005); Wayne Teasdale, Catholicism in Dia- 
logue: Conversations Across Traditions (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Pub- 
lishers, 2004). 

3 Denys Turner, “Mysticism,” pp. 460-461, in OCCT, ed. Adrian 
Hastings, Alistair Mason, and Hugh Pyper (New York; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), p. 460; James Davila, “Early Jewish and Christian 
Mysticism: A Collage of Working Definitions,” working paper of the early 
Jewish and Christian mysticism group, Society of Biblical Language con- 
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the prominent scholar of Western Christian mysticism, declares 
that the complexity of the term and the controversy revolving 
around its usage makes any attempt at finding a simple definition 
utopian.* The awareness that mystics of the past would not have 
thought of themselves as practicing mysticism but rather as engag- 
ing in the Christian way of life, plus the observation that the term is 
an academic invention which was introduced only in the seven- 
teenth century do little to raise hopes of arriving at a satisfactory 
definition.> 

This being said, McGinn does provide a working definition of 
mysticism by suggesting that it denotes the part of Christian “belief 
and practices that concerns the preparation for, the consciousness 
of, and the reaction to what can be described as the immediate or 
direct presence of God.’ This is a helpful elucidation of the term, 
especially within an early Christian context, for it reflects the an- 
cient understanding that mysticism is inherently experiential and 
linked to a process or way of life. If we take this working definition 
as a starting point and deepen our inquiry by considering the Greek 
usage of the term, we may be able to gain some insight into its early 
Christian meaning. 

At the heart of the words “mystical,” “mystic,” and “mysti- 
cism” lies the Greek root mu, which means “to mutter” or “a mut- 
tering sound,” a meaning that suggests something spoken quietly 
so as to keep it hidden or secret. This reading is confirmed by the 





vention, 2001, — http://www.iwu.edu/~religion/ejcm/EJCM_Defin- 
ition.PDF, p. 3; Alexander Golitzin, “Early Jewish and Christian Mysti- 
cism: A Collage of Working Definitions,” p. 7. 

* Bernard McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, vol. 1 of The Presence of 
God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1999), 
p. xv. 

5 Davila, “Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism: A Collage of Work- 
ing Definitions,” p. 3; McGinn (1999), p. xvi; Mark A. McIntosh, Mystical 
Theology: The Integrity of Spirituality and Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publish- 
ers, 1998), p. 11. 

6 McGinn (1999), p. xvii. 

7 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (Ox- 
ford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 
1156. 
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translation of the closely related word mustikos in terms of some- 
thing “connected with mysteries,” “private,” and “secret.” Muste- 
rion, in turn, may be rendered as a “secret,” “secret rite,” “secret 
theology,” or “mystery,” meanings that are closely associated with 
the mystery cults of the Greco-Roman world.’ The latter word can 
also be taken to mean God’s private counsels or secret thoughts 
which are hidden from human reason and await their fulfillment or 
revelation in those for whom they are intended. Paul, who uses 
musterion in 21 places, applies the term to a secret or mystery too 
profound for human ingenuity. The apostle draws on the word 
specifically to denote the mystery of God’s love for humankind as 
it is revealed in Christ. It describes a secret or mystery not because 
it is kept secret (on the contrary, it is proclaimed and made known 
in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ), but because it hinges 
on the revelation of something that remains, at heart, hidden and 
inaccessible.!° In this biblically founded theology, musterion refers to 
that which is transcendent and which partakes of the ineffability of 
Deity. 

When we talk of the mystical theology of the early church, we 
are thus concerned with a teaching that describes an experience 
beyond rational thought. It explores the nature of a wisdom which, 
unlike human wisdom, is unfathomable.!! Simultaneously, we are 
concerned with a teaching that heralds a person’s ability to gain 
access to Divinity (as revealed in Christ) by belonging to the “fel- 
lowship of the mystery,”!? the church. This latter feature, that is, 
the idea that humans cannot experience the presence of God apart 
from the church, is important to bear in mind, for, as we will see 
time after time in this study, Christianity’s mystical heritage is in- 


8 Liddell (1996), p. 1156. 

° William Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other 
Early Christian Literature, tev. & ed. Frederick William Danker (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), pp. 661-662. 

10 Andrew Louth, Denys the Areopagite (Wilton, CT: Morehouse- 
Barlow, 1989), p. 28. 

11 Louis Bouyer, The Christian Mystery: From Pagan Myth to Christian 
Mysticism (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1990), p. 7. 

12 Tt is helpful to note that, in the early church, mystery meant sacra- 
ment, especially the sacrament of the Eucharist. 
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separably linked to its ecclesial doctrine.'3 If we consider a passage 
from the writings of the sixth century theologian Dionysius the 
Areopagite, the originator of the term “mystical theology,”!* we are 
able to observe the presence of both of these features. Exegeting 
Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai (Ex 19 & 20), Dionysius comments 
in the following manner: 


Then, standing apart from the crowds and accompanied by 
chosen priests, he [Moses] pushes ahead to the summit of the 
divine ascents . . . and he plunges into the truly mysterious 
darkness of unknowing. Here, renouncing all that the mind 
may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and the in- 
visible, he belongs completely to him who is beyond every- 
thing.!5 


Dionysius’ words allow us to see that for him, as for many 
eatly Christian theologians, God eludes human comprehension. 
The encounter with the divine can only be lived but never de- 
scribed and analyzed. As Moses ascends Mount Sinai to encounter 
God, the patriarch can communicate the ineffable nature of Divin- 
ity only by relating what it is not. 

As to the second point that is here being raised, i.e. the idea 
that mystical and ecclesial theology go hand in hand, it is helpful to 
note Dionysius’ mention of “chosen priests” who accompany 
Moses for part of his journey and to realize that this image, which 
is suggestive of the hierarch as he approaches the altar with his 
priests, is but one of various liturgical echoes introduced in The 
Mystical Theology.'© A bishop himself, Dionysius advanced a life of 
inner reflection that was rooted in the communal setting of the 


3 Philip Sheldrake, Spirituality and History, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1995), p. 46. 

4 Alexander Golitzin, “Dionysius Areopagita: A Christian Mystic?” 
Based on a lecture given by invitation of the Lumen Christi Society at the 
Faculty of Theology, University of Chicago, on February 19th, 1999, p. 
10; http://www.marquette.edu/maqom/Lumxida. 

> Dionysius, MT 3, in Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, trans. 
Colm Luibheid (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), p. 137. 

6 Louth (1989), p. 101. 
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church. To this extent, he viewed Christian existence as inherently 
relational. 

We will have the opportunity to consider Dionysius’ doctrine 
more fully in the chapter devoted to the discussion of his work. At 
this point, it suffices to note that the theologian viewed the ineffa- 
ble nature of the encounter with God as a defining feature of the 
mystical life. A defining feature, too, was the degree to which per- 
sonal relatedness characterized this existence. While contact with 
God could introduce seekers to extraordinary inner experiences, 
the subjective experience of Divinity per se was not the goal of the 
quest.!7 Dionysius insisted on the importance of the church, its 
liturgy, and its community. The church was the environment where 
God’s love was manifested. Here, divine love was communicated 
and spread to the world. 


The idea that the mystical doctrine of the early church pre- 
sents a system of transrational, experiential theology that embraces 
a life of inwardness as well as communal dialogue will be explored 
throughout this study, and we will have ample opportunity to in- 
quire further into the early Christian understanding of the term 
“mystical.” For now, it is of interest to proceed by giving thought 
to another matter that calls for preliminary attention. Let us con- 
sider why the mystical teaching of the ancient church is so little 
known to today’s religious seekers. If this teaching is as valuable in 
facilitating greater intimacy with God as is being suggested, what 
accounts for its long-standing neglect? How much of the teaching 
has been preserved, and who has been most instrumental in its 
transmission? What recent attempts have been made to retrieve 
and circulate Christianity’s ancient legacy? Once we have consid- 
ered these questions, we can turn to the discussion of the teaching 
itself. 

Reasons for the neglect of Christianity’s mystical heritage are 
manifold, but one important factor appears to be the tendency on 
the part of past and present theologians to focus too much on the 
apologetic conceptualization of the Christian message and to ne- 





17 McIntosh (1998), p. 6. 
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glect its mystical dimension.'8 Ironically, the seeds of this develop- 
ment were planted by the early church itself. Struggling to survive 
in the pluralistic milieu of the late antique Mediterranean world,’ 
the Jesus movement sought to establish the soundness of its teach- 
ing by endowing it with a substantial theoretical foundation. This 
was a pressing matter, for Christians were accused, at best, of ad- 
hering to a crude philosophical outlook and, at worst, of engaging 
in superstitious, subversive practices that called for sporadic impe- 
rial persecution. Hard-pressed to refute life-threatening accusa- 
tions, Christian apologists strove to establish the truth of their be- 
lief system by focusing on its logical explication.” 

Once Christianity rose to prominence and established itself as 
the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, its 
adherents continued to emphasize the intellectualization of the 
Christian message. Doctrinal controversies dictated the life of the 
early church for centuries, and rarely have theologians articulated 
doctrines with such intellectual rigor and precision.” It is important 


18 Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life (Oxford: Blackwell Publish- 
ing, 1995), pp. 269-270. 

1 For helpful introductory discussions on the diversity of the Helle- 
nistic world see J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 2°4 ed. (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1960), pp. 3-28; Justo L. Gonzalez, A History of Christian 
Thought: From the Beginnings to the Council of Chalcedon, vol. 1, rev. ed. (Nash- 
ville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1987) pp. 47-60. The general atmosphere of 
the late antique Mediterranean world and the deep sense of insecurity that 
prevailed is discussed in E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxi- 
ety (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965). 

20 Greek Apologists of the second century, such as Justin Martyr, 
Tatian, and Athenagoras, adopted this approach to state the Christian case 
to educated pagans. In the third century, the same approach was adopted, 
among others, by Clement of Alexandria who argued that Christianity had 
to come to terms with Greek philosophy if it was to be more than a relig- 
ion for the uneducated; see W. H. C. Frend, The Rese of Christianity (Phila- 
delphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1985) pp. 172-184; Gonzalez (1987), pp. 97- 
120; Dodds (1965), pp. 102-138; Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emergence of the 
Catholic Tradition, vol. 1 of The Christian Tradition, 5 vols (Chicago, IL: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 1971), pp. 27-41. 

21 The idea that the unity of the Roman Empire depended to a large 
degree on unity of faith and, hence, on the clarification and succinct expo- 
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to note, however, that in these formative years, the definition and 
systematization of orthodox doctrine still went hand in hand with 
the fervent pursuit of contemplative, ascetical practices. Likewise, it 
is notable that many early Christian theologians who were involved 
in conciliar debates were keenly aware of the fact that doctrinal 
theology was inseparably linked to mystical theology. The minute 
explication of the church’s teaching safeguarded the inner, intuitive 
encounter with God.” 

In the centuries that followed, interest in abstract discourse 
steadily increased. Despite the great popularity of the monastic 
movement during the Middle Ages and the decidedly mystical ori- 
entation of many medieval Christians, the church of the Latin West 
enforced the growing split between doctrinal and mystical teaching 
by lending its support to the scholastic movement.” The idea that 
the study of theology implied an academic pursuit rather than a way 
of life gained in importance. At the newly established medieval 
universities, professors of theology trained students to think of 
their discipline in abstract terms and to develop, first and foremost, 
their faculty of logical reasoning. Less emphasis was placed on the 
endeavor to strengthen students’ inner eye, through which they 
might behold God intuitively.” The unified vision of human 
knowledge had broken down and given way to a distinction be- 
tween the intellectual and the affective faculties, between head and 
heart.25 This trend continued into the Reformation. 





sition of Christian doctrine is addressed in John Meyendorff, Imperial Unity 
and Christian Diversity (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
1989), pp. 28-38; see also John Anthony McGuckin, The Book of Mystical 
Chapters (Boston, MA: Shambhala, 2002), p. 5. 

2 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crest- 
wood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1998), pp. 8-11. 

23 Paul Evdokimov, Ages of the Spiritual Life (Crestwood, NY: St 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1998), p. 180; Hadot (1995), p. 270. 

4 For more information on the difference between monas- 
tic/ mystical theology and scholastic theology see Jean Leclercq, The Love of 
Learning and the Desire for God, 3 ed. (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 1982), pp. 198-222. 

25 Sheldrake (1995), p. 202. 
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While Luther and a number of fellow reformers had been fri- 
ars and monks and, as such, immersed in the contemplative life, the 
Reformation did little to heal the rift between Christianity’s mysti- 
cal and doctrinal legacy. Despite Luther’s wish to replace medieval 
scholasticism with early Christian teaching and despite his emphasis 
on faith rather than reason as the wellspring of Christian life, the 
reformer’s very emphasis on faith and its importance in the attain- 
ment of salvation weakened the influence of the mystical tradition. 
Henceforth, the contemplative life was to be adopted in response 
to God’s free gift of love in Christ rather than as a means of earn- 
ing divine reconciliation. The pursuit of asceticism ceased to be 
viewed as a vital instrument of salvation.” Faith rather than merit 
opened the path to God, and all Christians, whether monastics or 
not, could lead a holy existence.?’ 

This feature as well as Luther’s proposal to universalize the 
monastic ideal, a proposition that inevitably led to the decline in 
establishments providing the setting for a life of interiority, acceler- 
ated the gradual disappearance of Christianity’s mystical heritage. 
By the time Europe entered the modern period, this heritage had 
been largely forgotten and replaced by a tradition that favored a 
formalistic, conceptual understanding of Christian doctrine.” Fol- 
lowing the climate of the time, many churches supported the dis- 
covery of scientific truths which were less prone to distortion and 
exploitation.” 


The rationalistic approach to the Christian message has guided 
the churches, especially the churches of the Christian West, for 


26 Luther did not reject monasticism out of hand. Initially, he criti- 
cized monastic life with the intention of serving rather than attacking this 
form of religious existence. It was only later, in 1521, that he condemned 
the movement. See Dorothea Wendebourg, “Luther on Monasticism,” 
Lutheran Quarterly 19.2 (Sammer 2005): 133. 

27 Tan Hart, “The Teaching of Luther and Calvin about Ordinary 
Work: 1 Martin Luther (1483-1546),” Evangelical Quarterly 67.1 (1995): 51. 

28 Adrian Hastings, “Reason,” pp. 596-597, in OCCT, p. 596; Alistair 
Mason, “Enlightenment,” pp. 200-201, in OCCT, p. 201. 

2 Richard Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind (New York: Bal- 
lantine Books, 1991), p. 242. 
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many centuries. Still today, theological circles may not always be at 
ease with a teaching that is experiential in approach.*? At the same 
time, it is notable that the mystical tradition, while obscured, has 
not been wholly lost and that increasing effort is being made to 
retrieve and reintroduce it to the lives of Western seekers. 
Christianity’s ancient legacy survives primarily as a lived sys- 
tem in the Christian East, and hence, it is here that its preservation 
and circulation have been largely conducted. If we wish to under- 
stand why the churches of the Eastern Orthodox tradition rather 
than those of the Christian West have served as repositories for 
mystical teachings, we might list a number of reasons, an important 
one being the more liturgical and less apologetic orientation of the 
former churches.*! It is also helpful to note that Eastern Ortho- 
doxy has been exposed to an unbroken stream of monastic teach- 
ing, from late antiquity up to the present, and, thus, has been better 
equipped than Western churches to preserve the inherent unity of 
doctrinal and mystical theology.** The continuous exposure to early 
Christian doctrines has allowed churches of the Orthodox tradition 





30 Philip Sheldrake, Spirituality and Theology: Christian Living and the Doc- 
trine of God (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), p. 3. 

31 The liturgical nature of the Eastern Orthodox tradition is brought 
to the fore in the following passage: “The normal Orthodox lay worship- 
per, through familiarity from earliest childhood, is entirely at home in the 
church, thoroughly conversant with the audible parts of the Holy Liturgy, 
and takes part with unconscious and unstudied ease in the action of the 
tite, to an extent only shared in by the hyper-devout and ecclesiastically 
minded in the West.” Austin Oakley, The Orthodox Liturgy (London: Mow- 
bray; New York: Morehouse-Gorham, 1958), p. 12, cited in Timothy 
Ware, The Orthodox Church, rev. ed. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), pp. 
266-267. Wybrew suggests the liturgical nature of the Eastern churches by 
comparing the Western Eucharist with the Orthodox Liturgy and distin- 
guishing between the simplicity, formality, and brevity of the former and 
the ceremonial, participatory, and lengthy nature of the latter. See Hugh 
Wybrew, The Orthodox Liturgy: The Development of the Eucharistic Liturgy in the 
Byzantine Rite (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1996), pp. 1- 
11. 





32 Lossky (1998), p. 14; Sheldrake (1998), p. 38. 
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to prevent the progressive rationalization of their teaching and to 
adhere closely to the ancient dictum of expressing faith in prayer.* 

In the Christian East, mystical teachings have been preserved 
primarily in Orthodox monasteries, where they have been studied 
and applied on a daily basis.** Since these teachings are of a very 
experiential nature, speaking as they do of the direct encounter 
with God, their practical application and transmission by example 
from master to disciple have been crucial. Of special importance to 
the process of transmission have been the monastic communities 
of Mount Athos, which have served as strongholds of Orthodox 
doctrine since the tenth century.*5 The Athonite communities were 
instrumental in the revival of mystical thought by compiling the 
Philokaha, a large collection of Christian ascetical texts dating from 
the fourth to the fifteenth century, during the second half of the 
eighteenth century.*° The Philokala was translated into Russian by 
Paisius Velichkovsky (1722-1794),>’ the founder of modern Fast- 
ern Orthodox staretsdom, who exerted great influence on the her- 
mitages of Moldavia and Optina. Optina Monastery was the focus 
of a powerful renewal movement that spread through Russia in the 
nineteenth century. 

The Philokaha, which features prominently in this study, has 
been deeply influential in the Eastern Orthodox world and, since 


33 Ware (1997b), pp. 204-205. 

34 McGuckin (2002), pp. 6-7. 

35 Ware (1997b), pp. 38-39; Lossky (1998), p. 19. In his quest for 
“certain places where ancient truths still dwell” and for “connections with 
surviving students of those who have sought the same knowledge,’ Amis 
visited the monastery of St. Andrew on Mount Athos and describes it as 
an important source of early Christian mystical teaching; Amis (1995), p. 
2: 

36 Kallistos Ware, “The Hesychast Renaissance,” pp. 255-258 in The 
Study of Spirituality, ed. C. Jones, G. Wainwright, and E. Yarnold (New 
York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 256-257; idem (1997b), 
p- 100. The Philokalia was edited by Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain and 
Makarios of Corinth and published in Venice in 1782. 

37 For information on this important modern spiritual master, see 
John Anthony McGuckin, “The Life and Mission of St. Paisius 
Velichkovsky: 1722-1794,” in Admanahul Credinta (Chicago, IL: The Ro- 
manian Orthodox Archdiocese in the Americas, 2008), pp. 115-122. 
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its translation into English from the 1970s onward, has served to 
familiarize Western Christians with the ancient practices of their 
tradition. Likewise of great value to the revitalization of Christian- 
ity’s mystical legacy are the many works that have been made avail- 
able in series, such as the Classics of Western Spirituality Series 
issued by Paulist Press, the Lives of Saints Series by Chrysostom 
Press, the Mount Athos Series by Alexander Press, and the Optina 
Elders Series by St. Herman of Alaska Press. Special mention may 
also be made of the valuable translations of Syriac ascetical texts 
provided by contemporary scholars, such as Sebastian Brock and 
David Miller. 

Despite the fact, then, that many original writings have been 
lost, survive only in fragments, or have been distorted,** we are 
nevertheless in possession of a sizable body of work that features 
timeless insights into the soul’s movement toward God. Given the 
increasing availability of these ancient texts and, thus, our ability to 
gain a deeper understanding of Christianity’s neglected heritage, we 
can hope to repristinate an experiential theology for the present 
age. By examining a select number of pertinent early Christian 
teachings on divine-human communion, the current study hopes to 
contribute to this endeavor in some small measure. 


38 Origen’s monumental body of work, for instance, was grievously 
ruined by the imperial and synodical hostility shown to his legacy from the 
fourth through the sixth centuries. A similar misfortune has diminished 
the existent writings of his disciple, Evagrius of Pontus. Unfortunate, too, 
is the fact that hardly any Syriac writings from earlier than the fourth cen- 
tury have survived, writings that, more than any other Syriac literature, 
bear witness to the Semitic heritage of this strand of early Christian 
thought. In view of the frequent oral transmission of Christianity’s ancient 
teaching and the elusive nature of the experience it seeks to describe, the 
preservation of this material has, no doubt, been problematic from the 
outset. See John Anthony McGuckin, ed., The Westminster Handbook to 
Origen (Louisville, KE: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), p. 25; idem, 
Westminster Handbook of Patristic Theology (Louisville, KE: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2004), p. 133; Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and 
the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1987), p. xv. 
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We have now considered the questions of why Christian mys- 
tical teaching was obscured, how it was preserved, and what at- 
tempts have been made of late to reintroduce it to the main body 
of Christian doctrine. At this point, it is of interest to provide a 
broad outline of the content of this teaching and to establish some 
familiarity with the material at hand. A more detailed inquiry into 
the mystical thought of prominent church fathers along with an 
examination of relevant primary sources will be conducted in the 
main body of the study. In the hope of conducting the exploration 
of Christianity’s mystical heritage in as informed and lucid a man- 
ner as possible, one particular doctrine has been chosen as the focal 
point of inquiry, the doctrine of the prayer of the heart. The doc- 
trine of the prayer of the heart is central to Christian mystical 
thought, and its elucidation promises to shed much light on the 
nature of this valuable heritage.*? 


THE DOCTRINE OF THE PRAYER OF THE HEART 


The doctrine of the prayer of the heart exemplifies the dynamic 
transformation of human beings through their personal encounter 
with God. It has its beginning among the desert communities and 
ascetical teachers of ancient Egypt, Palestine, and Syria and takes as 
its starting-point the biblical notion of the heart as the very center 
of a person. The heart is the deep place in human beings where all 
life originates; it serves as the seat of every intellectual, emotional, 
voluntative, moral, and spiritual activity. In the heart, the image of 





3 Helpful introductions to the prayer of the heart are provided in the 
following works: George Maloney, Prayer of the Heart (Notre Dame, IN: 
Ave Maria Press, 1981); John Anthony McGuckin, Standing in God’s Holy 
Fire: The Byzantine Tradition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001); idem, ’’The 
Prayer of the Heart in Patristic & Early Byzantine Tradition,” pp. 69-108, 
in Prayer and Spirituality in the Early Church, vol. 2, ed. P. Allen, W. Mayer, 
and L. Cross (Queensland: Australian Catholic University, 1999); Kallistos 
Ware, “The Eastern Fathers” and “The Eastern Tradition,” in Jones, 
Wainwright, and Yarnold (1986), pp. 159-160, 175-183; idem, “Ways of 
Prayer and Contemplation (Eastern),” in Christian Spirituality: Origins to the 
12thC, ed. B. McGinn, J. Meyendorff, and J. Leclercq (New York: Cross- 
toad, 1997), pp. 395-414. 
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God was implanted at the beginning of time, and it is by purifying 
this image that direct contact with God can be reestablished. While 
human beings are prone to error and have grievously neglected to 
preserve the initial purity of the inner image, it can be cleansed and 
restored to its former splendor if seekers submit to a gradual proc- 
ess of purification, illumination, and perfection. By leading a Chris- 
tian life of prayer and ascesis, by gaining in virtue, understanding, 
and spiritual discernment, humans can come to apprehend the 
presence of Divinity in the heart and find inner peace. 

The idea that spiritual progress is not brought about through 
intellectual effort and theological speculation but rather through 
the persistent daily engagement in extended prayer, ascetical prac- 
tices, active service, and the liturgical life of the church is an impor- 
tant aspect of the prayer of the heart. Detailed guidelines on how 
to persevere in this stringent way of life and on how to overcome 
the many obstacles placed by God’s foes in the path of mystical 
pilgrims can be found, for instance, in the Philokalia, the above 
mentioned compilation of early Christian ascetical texts. At this 
point, let us consider some of the teachings that are presented in 
the compilation. Since the present study seeks to explore, among 
other things, the intrinsic value with which ascetics of the ancient 
church endowed embodied existence, it is of special interest to get 
a first sense of how they conveyed this viewpoint in their writings. 

Early Christian teachers of the mystical life commonly divided 
the quest for God into three stages, the stages of praktike, physike, 
and theologike.” The stage of praktike introduced Christians to the 
life of prayer and ascesis. It gave them the opportunity to begin the 
process of exploring and cleansing the terrain of the heart and of 
gradually deepening their quest. Spiritual elders sought to guide 





4 The triadic division of the mystical journey presented in the up- 
coming paragraphs is most in line with the teaching of Evagrius of 
Pontus. While it is helpful to organize the journey into three consecutive 
stages, it is worth bearing in mind that these stages are not as distinct as 
they are made out to be. Although successive, they are interdependent and 
overlap. Helpful expositions of Evagrius’ triadic schema can be found in 
Louth (1981), pp. 102-113; McGuckin (2001), pp. 41-54; Ware (1997c), 
pp. 397-399. 
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novices toward inner silence and concentrated prayer by showing 
them how to control the many distractions of their restless minds. 

The form of prayer most commonly practiced was monologis- 
tic prayer. While performing their daily manual labors, seekers 
memorized by heart, recited, and reflected upon a short, poignant 
phrase throughout the day. Most often, this phrase was a quote 
from Scripture, particularly a quote taken from the Psalms, or a 
brief spiritual teaching.*! Its continuous recitation was an important 
means of preserving the memory of God and of becoming aware 
of a deep inner sense of penthos, a feeling of compunction and grief 
for past sins.4 By remembering God at all times and focusing their 
entire attention on the movement of the repenting heart, practitio- 
ners of monologistic prayer were temporarily able to suspend the 
clamor of demonic voices and to enter into silence, or hesychia. Ini- 
tially, these moments of interior silence were fleeting. With experi- 
ence, however, they grew longer and allowed monastics to become 
awate of God’s inner presence. 

For early Christian ascetics, the suspension of demonic voices 
was a pressing matter. They knew from painful experience that 
God’s adversaries were ever concerned with preventing deep ab- 
sorption in Divinity by incensing the human mind with distracting 
thoughts. Once these thoughts, or /ogismoi, had been instilled in the 
mind, they manifested themselves at the somatic level, where they 
gave rise to passionate impulses and thwarted behaviors. The only 
means of controlling these stirrings was to keep the body continu- 
ously preoccupied through ascetical practices, such as extended 
fasts, manual labor, physical prostrations, and long nighttime vig- 
ils.® If these practices were performed with care and diligence, they 
were strikingly effective and allowed novices to gain control over 
their bodies. Demonic maneuvers could be checked, and practitio- 
ners of monologistic prayer were able to observe more closely the 





41 McGuckin (2002), p. 7. 

42 Irénée Hausherr, The Name of Jesus (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Pub- 
lications, 1978), pp. 82-105, pp. 158-165. For a detailed discussion of the 
concept of penthos, see idem, Penthos: The Doctrine of Compunction in the 
Christian East (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1982). 

4 McGuckin (2001), p. 46. 
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complexity of their thought processes and behavioral patterns. 
Gradually, novices came to better understand themselves and to 
lead a less erratic, distorted existence. They were able to experience 
the onset of inner stillness, which, if steadily deepened, revealed the 
presence of Divinity in the heart. 

After acquiring sufficient tools to control the manifold stir- 
rings of the body in the initial stage of the quest, religious seekers 
moved beyond physical ascesis in the second phase of their jour- 
ney, the stage of physike, and engaged in noetic ascesis. They con- 
tinued to still the mind while receiving instruction on how to 
sharpen their capacity for intellective comprehension and for the 
discernment of God in the created order. Initially, aspirants were 
taught to acquire these new skills by contemplating the nature of 
the material universe. Later, they were encouraged to discern the 
all-pervasive presence of the divine by contemplating the nature of 
the spiritual universe.*4 In this manner, individuals became increas- 
ingly adept at seeing God in all things and all things in God. They 
began to perceive spiritual truths intuitively. 

By the last stage of the mystical path, the stage of sheologike, 
practitioners were able to perceive God in a direct, personal way 
within themselves. Capable of controlling bodily impulses and in- 
ner thought processes and well-trained in the discernment of spiri- 
tual realities, ascetics rose above concepts, words, and images and 
entered the realm of divine incomprehensibility. Here, they en- 
countered God beyond understanding and discerned the presence 
of Divinity intuitively, through “gazing” or “touching.”46 This mys- 
tical intuition of God was deeply transformative. It emanated from 
the heart, where the wholly Other drew uniquely close in a union 
of love. Without forfeiting their personal identity, seekers were as- 
sumed into the life of Deity and partook of its nature.“ More 
about the nature of the deifying union with God will be presented 
in due course. 


44 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From 
Plato to Denys (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), pp. 107-108. 

45 Ware (19970), p. 398. 

46 Ware (19970), p. 399. 

47 Ware (1997c), p. 411. 
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Early Christians viewed the idea of perceiving God intuitively 
at the deepest level of their being, in the heart, as the hallmark of 
inner prayer. The heart was the place of encounter between Divin- 
ity and the individual and, hence, the focal point of human aware- 
ness. However, because of its unique position as God’s dwelling- 
place, the heart was also the focal point of demonic attention. As 
indicated above, demons never wavered in their attempt to belea- 
guer this inner region, hoping thereby to prevent divine-human 
communion. 

Pully aware of the intricacies and dangers of demonic schem- 
ing, monastics of the early church emphasized the importance of 
guarding the heart at all times and of preventing its infiltration by 
impure thoughts. The eighth century Sinai Abbot Hesychius, for 
instance, admonished his disciples to “Be attentive to yourself, lest 
there arise in your heart a secret thing which is an iniquity’ (Deut. 
15:9. LXX). Here the phrase ‘a secret thing’ refers to the first ap- 
pearance of an evil thought. This the Fathers call a provocation 
introduced into the heart by the devil.”48 For Hesychius, as for 
many early Christians, the encounter with God could take place 
only if the heart was closely guarded and demonic attempts to 
jeopardize a person’s spiritual progress were thwarted from the 
very outset. This was the only means by which practitioners could 
immerse themselves in deep silence and communicate with Divin- 
ity. 

While members of the ancient church were well aware that the 
infiltration of the heart by impure, distracting thoughts had dire 
consequences and gave rise to uncontrollable desires which mani- 
fested themselves on a physical level, they did not consider the 
body per se an evil thing or a punishment.*? Misconduct was not a 
reflection on the fallenness of the body but rather a sign that the 
mind had not yet gained sufficient self-control to win the struggle 


48 Hesychius of Sinai, Watchfulness 2, in Philokalia, vol. 1, compiled by 
St. Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain & St. Makarios of Corinth, trans. & 
ed. G.E.H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1979), p. 162. 

4° McGuckin (2001), pp. 39-40. 
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with impassioned thoughts. The body, early Christians proposed, 
was integral to the mystical quest and served as a valuable means by 
which the soul could rise back into the presence of God. The body 
was a divine temple and, as such, uniquely equipped to provide 
direct access to the heavenly sphere. Its faculties of perception and 
intuitive wisdom revealed the inner presence of Deity where intel- 
lectual aspiration failed. If the body, despite its merits, nevertheless 
fell prey to disordered passions, these could be checked through 
physical asceticism. Physical asceticism was practiced to discipline 
thwarted impulses. It was not practiced with the intention of con- 
trolling and disciplining the body itself. 

The idea that early Christians did not condemn the body may 
strike some readers as surprising, especially when calling to mind 
Christianity’s Platonic and Hellenistic-dualistic background. What 
may strike some readers as equally surprising is the fundamental 
tenet of the early church that it is not only possible for human be- 
ings to become aware of God’s presence in the materially rooted 
consciousness but that the body itself is the locus of divine self- 
revelation. Let us now consider an important early Christian doc- 
trine that exemplifies this tenet and that shaped the tradition of the 
prayer of the heart to a decisive degree, the doctrine of deifica- 
tion.5° 


The doctrine of deification, *heopoiesis, or theosis, bears witness 
to the strong incarnational spirit of early Christian mystical thought 
by presenting a compelling vision of human wholeness and sug- 
gesting that people’s quest for God culminates in their ability to 
“partake in the divine nature” and to “become god.”>! This is an 


50 For a discussion of the concept of deification, see Clément (1993), 
pp. 263-269; Lossky (1998), pp. 67-68, 133-136, 180-182; McGuckin 
(2004b), pp. 98-99. 

5! Michael J. Christensen and Jeffrey A. Witting, “Introduction,” pp. 
11-15, in Partakers of the Divine Nature: The History and Development of Deifica- 
tion in the Christian Tradition, ed. Michael J. Christensen and Jeffrey A. Wit- 
ting (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2007), p. 15 nn. 
1, 2. As the editors point out, the former phrase can be found in 2 Peter 
1:4. The coining of the latter expression derives from Athanasius’ On the 
Incarnation 54. 
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astounding proposition, especially for Christians familiar with the 
notions of original sin, creaturely finitude, and redemptive grace, 
which characterize the theology of Augustine and that of the post- 
Augustinian Christian West to a decisive degree. Such Christians 
may take for granted the unbridgeable gulf between God and hu- 
manity, between divine perfection and creaturely imperfection, and 
wonder how it is possible for a person to “become god” without 
negating the essential divine-human distinction. 

Theologians of the early church addressed this matter by sug- 
gesting that a person’s ability to partake of God’s nature is the re- 
sult of a process over the course of which the individual gradually 
conforms to Deity and assumes its qualities without, however, be- 
coming like God in essence.5 Humans become gods by adoption 
and in response to the bestowal of the grace of union; they do not 
become gods in their essential nature. This understanding is exem- 
plified by the teaching of Gregory of Nyssa and his notion of epek- 
tasis, which refers to the essential energy of human life as an infinite 
expansion of the soul towards the absolutely transcendent God. 
On the one hand, Gregory proposes that the soul can experience 
real participation in Divinity, which is effected through the process 
of infinite becoming and the infinity of the source to which the 
soul seeks to be reunited.*4 The created, finite soul becomes divine 
to the extent to which it resembles God in its ability to experience 
the unbounded expansion into the latter’s presence. On the other 
hand, Gregory insists on the lasting ontological divide between 
God and the soul. Since Divinity is wholly transcendent, the soul 
can never gain full knowledge of the former. Therefore, it continu- 
ally reaches out to God without being able to satisfy its deep yearn- 


52 James S. Cutsinger, ed., Not of This World: A Treasury of Christian 
Mysticism (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2003), p. xvii; Michael J. 
Christensen, “The Problem, Promise, and Process of Theosis,’” pp. 23-28, 
in Christensen and Witting (2007), p. 28. 

5 Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradi- 
tion (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 2. 

5 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Presence and Thought: Essays on the Religious 
Philosophy of Gregory of Nyssa (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1995), p. 
38. 
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ing for divine comprehension.® As the soul strives for final perfec- 
tion and union with God, God continues to elude it. The soul’s 
ascent is without limit, for it can always be transformed into some- 
thing better still.>° 

Despite the understanding that the process of deification does 
not entail the negation of ontological diversity, Gregory of Nyssa 
and fellow early Christian theologians suggested that theosis never- 
theless allows for the real reconstitution of human nature and for 
lasting change. By conforming progressively to God and coming to 
share in divine properties, individuals are freed of the many distor- 
tions and corruptions they bring upon themselves by misusing their 
God-given capacities.5? They are able to return to an earlier, pris- 
tine state and to experience their original glory. Because early 
Christians believed that deification never implies the transcendence 
of human nature but rather the fulfillment of what it means to be 
truly human, participation in divine life also implies a return to full 
humanity. Humanity is never an obstacle to intimacy with Divinity. 
On the contrary, we can commune with God only if we are fully 
human.** 

The proximity of Divinity and humanity and our ability to 
participate in divine life is nowhere expressed more forcefully than 
in the doctrine of incarnation, to which ascetics of the early church 
were deeply committed. As central to the notion of deification 
(and, hence, to the tradition of the prayer of the heart) as it is to the 
entire Christian message, the doctrine of the incarnation addresses 
the decisive moment at which the eternal Logos, by assuming flesh, 
lifted humankind into the mystery of his personal Divinity.°° The 
Word infused a body with life-giving energy and accomplished the 
union of God and humans “without confusion or change,” but also 





5 Louth (1981), pp. 88-89. 

5 Von Balthasar (1995), p. 38. 

5 Andrew Louth, “The Place of Theosis in Orthodox Theology,” pp. 
32-44, in Christensen and Witting (2007), p. 37. 

58 Louth (2007), p. 39. 

5’ John Anthony McGuckin, “The Strategic Adaptation of Deifica- 
tion in the Cappadocians,” pp. 95-114, in Christensen and Witting (2007), 
p. 97. 
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“without division or separation.”’6° This communion of created and 
uncreated properties, or hypostases, refashioned the boundaries of 
created life and allowed for the extension of its boundaries beyond 
earlier limitations.°! The Logos bestowed its own powers and privi- 
leges on humans and, in so doing, introduced them to heavenly life. 
Body and soul were subsumed by the glory of Divinity. 


The idea that the suffusion of human flesh by life-giving en- 
ergy allows for participation in divine life accords a prominent role 
to the body in the quest for God. No doubt, it calls into question 
the often-held belief that early Christian ascetics advocated a Pla- 
tonic, if not an outright dualistic outlook, and postulated the di- 
chotomy of body and soul. Largely instigated by the legacy of 
Descartes’ positivism, this belief has dominated the thinking of 
many Western theologians up to the present. All too frequently, it 
has been their view that members of the ancient church failed to 
plead the Christian message of the incarnation with sufficient con- 
viction.“+ Given their alleged Platonizing tendencies, early Chris- 
tians are thought to have relied too readily on a worldview that 
challenged the primacy of material existence and to have called into 
question the integrity of created, bodily existence. Even as in- 
formed a scholar as von Balthasar has suggested that early Chris- 
tians, especially of the Greek-speaking world, proceeded unambi- 
guously away from the material to the spiritual and articulated a 
teaching that sits uneasily with a dogma as fundamental to incarna- 


60 The precise nature of this union was debated and decreed by the 
Council of Ephesus in 431 CE, which was essentially a Christological con- 
troversy. For an in-depth discussion of the controversy, see John Anthony 
McGuckin, $4 Cyril of Alexandria and the Christological Controversy: Its History, 
Theology, and Texts (Leiden: Brill, 1994). 

6! McGuckin (2007), p. 97. 

62 Sarah Coakley, “Introduction,” pp. 1-13, in Redgion and the Body, ed. 
Sarah Coakley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 5, n. 17. 

63 Coakley (1997), p. 4. 

64 Adam G. Cooper, The Body in St Maximus the Confessor (New York; 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 4. 
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tional Christianity as the resurrection of the body. E. R. Dodds 
has pointed to the continuous physical self-torture of Christian 
ascetics, of which “the Desert Fathers provide numerous and re- 
pulsive examples.”°° He has suggested that Christians, like adher- 
ents of Gnostic movements, were extreme in their contempt for 
the human, embodied condition.® 

There can be little doubt that the Platonic tendency to distin- 
guish between a spiritual reality and all that is invisible, incorporeal, 
and immortal on the one hand and the physical, transient realm on 
the other hand had a lasting impact on the theology of the ancient 
church, not least on its mystical doctrine.® It is also correct to ar- 
gue that the doctrines of world-denying dualistic movements influ- 
enced early Christian theologians who, inadvertently, were shaped 
by the very teachings they set out to attack. Hence, we need not 
look far to encounter texts that display an ambivalent attitude to- 
ward human physicality. For instance, a glance at writings pre- 
sented in the Philokalia or in sources, such as Palladius’ Historia 
Lausiaca, the Historia monachorum in Aegypto, or the Apophthegmata 
partum, provides repeated evidence of the scruples with which their 
authors regarded the body.” Early Christians did, at times, regard 





65 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “The Fathers, the Scholastics, and Our- 
selves,” Communio 24 (1997): 375, cited in Cooper (2005), p. 5. 

6° Dodds (1965), p. 33. 

67 Dodds (1965), p. 35. 

68 For a valuable work discussing the impact of Platonism (or rather 
Middle Platonism) on the mystical doctrine of the early church, see Louth 
(1981). 

6 The relationship between the early church and the Gnostic move- 
ment is complex indeed. Despite the attempt by ancient theologians, such 
as Irenaeus, Hippolytus, and Tertullian, to refute the teaching of their 
Gnostic contemporaries, it exerted a lasting impact on them; see, for in- 
stance, John Behr, The Way to Nicaea: The Formation of Christian Theology, vol. 
1 (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), Pheme Perkins, 
The Gnostic Dialogue: The Early Church and the Crisis of Gnosticism (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1980). 

7 Cuthbert Butler, ed., Palladius: Historia Lausiaca, 2 vols (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1898, 1904); trans. Robert T. Meyer, Palla- 
dius: The Lausiac History (New York: Paulist Press, 1991); A. — J. Festugiére, 
ed., Historia monachorum in Aegypto (Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 
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the body as the cause of temptation. As such, it could pose a real 
threat to the mystical life.”! 

However, this study wishes to suggest that these tendencies 
are but part of a larger, more complex picture. It posits that the 
passage from the earthly to the heavenly and from temporal to 
eternal existence which was championed by early Christian theolo- 
gians does not presuppose the negation of embodiment and the 
severing of ties with material existence but rather the transforma- 
tion of the body from its fallen state to one that anticipates the 
heavenly state.’? It will be suggested that the objective of ascetical 
practitioners was to transform rather than to transcend the body.”3 
Early Christians believed that attention to physical discipline could 
improve the self.74 Body and soul were viewed as intimately con- 
nected, and as the site on which the struggle for salvation was 
played out, the former performed an important role in the latter’s 
strivings for perfection. If expressions of physical desire were har- 
nessed and the body reintroduced to its natural state, it served as a 
finely tuned instrument, facilitating the ongoing illumination of the 
soul. 

The notion that members of the early church valued human- 
ity’s incarnate existence to a greater degree than is often acknowl- 
edged and declared their world-affirming outlook by drawing on 
central Christian doctrines, such as the incarnation, the resurrec- 
tion, and the deification of human nature (including the body), is 





1961); trans. Norman Russell, The Lives of the Desert Fathers (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1981); Apophthegmata partum, Alphabetical 
Series, in Patrologiae Cursus Completus, Series Graeca, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: 
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one key argument of this study. A further key issue which has al- 
ready been introduced and which will be addressed throughout this 
inquiry is the idea that the incarnational spirit of Christianity’s mys- 
tical heritage is reflected also in the relational setting of the ascetical 
life. It is being proposed that the representation of ascetics as soli- 
tary hermits suggests too narrow a reading and does not capture 
the early Christian sentiment, according to which the outer life nur- 
tures rather than throttles the inner life.” 

The present study seeks to establish, then, that the quest for 
God was less isolated than it may appear to have been. While the 
ascetical life did imply physical withdrawal from the world, few 
seekers severed all relations with their surroundings. Even ascetics 
who frequented cells in remote, inaccessible areas remained mem- 
bers of a monastic community. They assembled on a weekly basis 
for communal prayer and to receive provisions.” Simeon Stylites, 
the most famous of the solitary virtuosos who dominated the Syr- 
ian ascetical scene, did not lead an isolated existence. The stylite 
was surrounded by a community of devotees who catered to his 
needs and by pilgrims who came from afar, hoping he might bless 
them, mediate disputes, predict future events, or perform cures.” 

The degree to which theologians of the ancient church situ- 
ated the transformative power of asceticism within a communal 
context will hopefully become increasingly apparent over the 
course of this study.’® Spiritual advancement depended on the sup- 
port which ascetics received from one another.” Spiritual ad- 
vancement depended on the local community also for providing an 
arena in which mystical pilgrims could prove their commitment to 
a life of obedience, patience, and humility. The communal setting 
of ascetical existence was a source of support as well as a testing 
ground. Without either, the soul could not prosper. 
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Having outlined key arguments of this study, let us now pause 
to give thought to pertinent research that has been conducted on 
the topic at hand. To this end, it is helpful to examine research that 
considers the Christian mystical tradition in general and the prayer 
of the heart in particular. As a means of highlighting the incarna- 
tional orientation of early Christian teachings, we will pay special 
attention to scholarship that emphasizes the connection between 
inner prayer and the holistic biblical concept of the heart. Once we 
have examined this research, it will be possible to establish in 
which instances the current study draws on earlier findings and 
how it seeks to deepen the present understanding of Christianity’s 
mystical heritage. 


HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 


Sooner or later, anyone exploring the early Christian mystical tradi- 
tion and the doctrine of the prayer of the heart in particular will 
encounter research that distinguishes between two prominent 
strands of ascetical teaching, the noetic, intellectual strand and the 
heart-centered, affective strand. The former is associated, first and 
foremost, with Origen and Evagtius, two important early Christian 
theologians who embraced Platonic teaching, especially its doctrine 
of the mind’s escape from matter and ascent toward immaterial 
heights. The latter strand is commonly linked with Syrian Christian- 
ity and its strong Semitic heritage, a heritage that focuses on the 
heart as the place where human beings become aware of God’s 
presence. Byzantine mystical thought is viewed as the harmonizing 
force of these two currents. 

Irénée Hausherr (1891-1978) and Vladimir Lossky (1903- 
1958) are two important theologians to consider within this con- 
text. In 1935, Hausherr, a French Jesuit, published two articles of 
great influence, “Les grands courants de la spiritualité orientale” 
and “L’erreur fondamentale et la logique du Messalianisme.”®? The 
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first article offers a taxonomy of Eastern Christian spirituality by 
presenting six currents, or schools, of spirituality. Among these, 
Hausherr numbers the “spiritualité intellectualiste,’ which is rooted 
in the teachings of the Alexandrians Clement and Origen as well as 
the later Evagrius, and the “école du sentiment ou de surnaturel 
conscient,” which the author associates primarily with the anony- 
mous author of the Macarian corpus. The former strand, Hausherr 
suggests, has a pronounced philosophical underpinning and looks 
to the intellect as the faculty that defines human nature at its most 
fundamental level. Adherents of this school of thought consider 
the contemplation of divine light as the essentially Platonic goal of 
the mystical life.8! Unlike representatives of the intellective ap- 
proach, members of the “school of sentiment” insist on the sensi- 
ble perception of grace. The discernment of the Holy Spirit is a 
visceral, tangible experience. Little emphasis is placed on the intel- 
lect or the will as the seat of divine apprehension.* 

While Hausherr juxtaposes these two strands, he does not in- 
sist on a fixed classification and, in his later article, presents a more 
subtle analysis of the intellective-affective categorization.® In this 
article, he distinguishes within the affective strand itself and points 
to Macarius as an intermediary figure between the intellective ap- 
proach of Evagrius and the overtly affective, physical Messalian 
approach. Despite this more nuanced reading, Hausherr does, 
however, maintain his basic distinction between the two schools of 
thought and, by doing so, introduces a way of compartmentalizing 
Christianity’s mystical heritage that has been of lasting influence. 

A very similar approach is adopted by Lossky in his classic 
study The Mystical Tradition of the Eastern Church, published in 1944. 
In this study, the renowned Orthodox theologian explores Origen’s 
legacy and suggests that the Alexandrian thinker, by virtue of his 
pronounced noetic orientation, is not truly representative of the 
Eastern Christian tradition. Distinguishing between Christian mys- 
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ticism and the mystical philosophy of the Neoplatonist, between 
the God of revelation and the God of philosophers, Lossky assigns 
Origen to the latter categories and argues that “with Origen, Hel- 
lenism attempts to creep into the Church... . It is for this reason 
that the Church has had to fight against ‘Origenism’ as she has al- 
ways fought against doctrines which, in striking at the divine in- 
comprehensibility, replaced the experience of the unfathomable 
depths of God by philosophical concepts.’ 

For Lossky, the hallmark of Christianity is not the speculation 
of abstract principles. Christianity is not a “theology of concepts” 
or a religious philosophy, a stance he believes Origen and his fol- 
lowers to have adopted. The hallmark of Christianity lies in the 
deep contemplation of Divinity beyond understanding where the 
mysterious, incomprehensible God of revelation is known experi- 
entially in a deifying union. Lossky points to Macarius, a chief 
representative of the Syrian tradition, as a prime example of this 
approach. Unlike Origen and Evagrius, who are wont to focus on 
the radiant vision of God in the vous and the mind’s knowledge of 
its own divinity which procures beatitude, Macarius points to the 
importance of contemplating God in the pure atmosphere of the 
heart.8’ Lossky suggests that Macarius and ancient teachers of simi- 
lar sentiment who sought to know God viscerally rather than intel- 
lectually are the true representatives of the Eastern Christian tradi- 
tion. 

Lossky’s objective is not to engage in a detailed analysis of 
Macarius or of Syrian Christianity, and his discussion of this tradi- 
tion is cursory. Nor does he propose the juxtaposition of the 
Macarian corpus to the legacy of Origen. Nevertheless, his discus- 
sion introduces a close association of Syrian theology with a heart- 
felt, intuitive understanding of God on the one hand and of the 
Origenian tradition with intellectual striving on the other hand. In 
doing so, Lossky’s work suggests the incompatibility of these teach- 
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ings and encourages their categorization into two distinct schools 
of thought. Like the schema of Hausherr, this classification was 
embraced by subsequent researchers and has come to define the 
discourse on early Christian mystical thought to a large degree. 

George Maloney (1924-2005), the prominent scholar of East- 
ern Christianity and prolific spiritual writer, is one researcher who 
adopted this particular approach. In his monograph on the prayer 
of the heart, in which he examines the history of this ancient tradi- 
tion, its salient features, and the deifying state it seeks to induce, he 
distinguishes between an early Christian heart spirituality and an 
early Christian intellectual spirituality. Like Hausherr and Lossky, 
Maloney views the Macarian corpus as an important representative 
of the former tradition while pointing to the writings of Clement, 
Origen, and Evagrius, the so-called Christian Platonists, as chief 
witnesses to the latter school of thought.** The former writings 
reflect a Semitic influence and speak of the existential encounter 
with God in the heart. They advocate the transformation of the 
total human beinge—body, soul, and spirit—and call upon Chris- 
tians to focus on the intuitive comprehension of God in their 
deepest selves.®? 

For Maloney, this integrative approach to the mystical life is 
distinct from the position adopted by followers of the noetic tradi- 
tion. Drawing on Christianity’s Hellenic heritage, especially on Pla- 
tonism and Stoicism, adherents of this mystical school “developed 
the spiritual life as a form of Christian Gnosticism.” Maloney 
suggests that, for them, the Christian is the gnostic who longs for 
the soul’s return to the immaterial realm and a light-filled final vi- 
sion of Divinity that transcends all materiality. Despite his empha- 
sis on the abstract, logical approach of this tradition, Maloney does, 
however, caution readers not to reduce its mystical teaching to 
mere intellectualism. It presupposes a genuine, spiritual gift and a 
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way of life that embraces the daily, very practical application of 
theoretical insights.?! 

In his work The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, An- 
drew Louth adopts a similar stance and distinguishes between the 
tradition of Evagrius and the legacy of Macarius. The former is 
intellectualist in orientation and owes much to late classical phi- 
losophy and to Origen.”* The latter tradition, Louth suggests, bears 
the mark of Syrian teaching and of the Messalian sect in particu- 
lar.” It is deeply experiential and focuses on the soul’s visceral per- 
ception of God in prayer.” While Louth discusses both traditions 
as distinct schools of thought, presenting them in terms of a spiri- 
tuality of the heart versus a spirituality of the mind, or nous,’ he 
notes that such a categorization should not be exaggerated. Eva- 
grius, too, speaks of the heart and the importance of feeling in 
prayer. We will examine passages in support of this viewpoint in 
the upcoming discussion of Evagrius’ contributions to the prayer 
of the heart. 

In his comprehensive handbook of Eastern Christian spiritu- 
ality, the Czech Jesuit Thomas Spidlik, a disciple of Hausherr, also 
distinguishes between various strands of mystical thought. Syrian 
theologians are aligned with a practical spirituality that owes much 
to its Judaic roots and that prizes the vivid, internal experience of 
God. The Macarian corpus is viewed as the quintessential expres- 
sion of this heart-centered approach.” Spidlik contrasts experiential 
spirituality to intellectualized spirituality and suggests that adherents 
of the latter legacy are “steeped in the type of Hellenism that long 
before had heard from Anaxogoras himself that the end of life 
consists in ¢heoria, knowledge, understanding, contemplation—an 
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axiom preserved by Clement of Alexandria.’®* Practitioners of this 
mystical approach condemn images and sensory expression. They 
view the world of matter as a source of distraction. For the eye of 
the mind to be opened, the bodily eye has to be closed. It is essen- 
tial that the gnostic’s spiritual eye be illuminated by faith and its 
gaze purified of all attachment to matter.” 

Like Louth, however, Spidlik is careful not to press this cate- 
gortization. Very aware of the complexity of early Christian mystical 
teaching, he prefers to speak of its various expressions in terms of 
trends rather than distinct schools of thought. While differences 
between these trends can be pronounced, teachings nevertheless 
overlap. Even ascetics who embraced the intellectualized approach 
and sought detachment from matter engaged in natural contempla- 
tion to discern the presence of God in the created order. They, too, 
knew that as “one climbs with great difficulty from one intellectual 
concept to another .. . one discovers that God is still far away; 
thereupon one chooses another path, that of ‘ignorance’ and that 
of ‘love’ or ‘ecstasy.””!9° 


The joining of various ascetical teachings marks the prayer of 
the heart tradition to a decisive degree. By the end of the study, the 
extent to which this fusion characterizes the ancient practice will 
hopefully have become more apparent. At this point, it is of inter- 
est to consider the work of Kallistos Ware and John McGuckin, 
two scholars who have drawn attention to the fact that the two 
strands of Christian spirituality, the noetic and the heart-centered 
strand, are not as distinct as they are made out to be but rather 
complement each other.'°! Since both researchers base their argu- 
ment largely on the definition of the terms nous and kardia, a brief 
look at these terms and their compatibility will be helpful. 

Origen and his followers—Evagrius being one of his most 
loyal disciples—drew largely on Christianity’s Greek intellectual 
background to describe the higher aspect of the soul, the mind or 
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intellect, which they referred to as the nous. In its pre-fallen state, 
the ous constituted the entire soul (and not just its higher aspect), 
and it contemplated God ceaselessly through the Word, the Logos. 
The zous preserved its kinship to the divine realm after the fall and, 
given this kinship, is the means by which the soul ascends back 
into the presence of God. Here, the mind reexperiences the blissful 
existence it knew in its original, unblemished state. 

According to Origen, the Logos is the Creator of the nous and 
the source of divine-human kinship.'°? Guided by the Platonic 
axiom that only like can know like, he suggests that the Logos, the 
Image of God, created the vous in its own image and, by doing so, 
provided human beings with a means of refashioning themselves 
after their divine model. Origen proposes that the image of the 
Logos in the highest part of the human soul is never lost, even if it 
is covered by many layers of ignorance and sin. Assimilation to the 
divine model is thus always possible, provided Christians commit 
to the mystical life and the relentless pursuit of purification, illumi- 
nation, and perfection. By engaging in this dynamic process, the 
inner image can gradually be freed of tarnish and retrieve its origi- 
nal likeness to the Logos. Attainment of such likeness coincides 
with full knowledge of the Son and, through the mediating activity 
of the Son, with full knowledge of God. By cleansing the divine 
image, the nous is able to come face to face with Divinity and to 
experience a light-filled union. 

Unlike adherents of the noetic current, theologians of the Syr- 
ian tradition, of which Macarius is the chief representative, com- 
monly resorted to the term kardia to describe the human faculty 
through which an encounter with God is made possible.'°> Instead 
of envisioning divine-human communion in terms of a noetic as- 
cent, members of this strand advocated a descent into the human 





102 The following brief discussion derives largely from Henri Crouzel, 
Origen (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1989), pp. 87-119. 

103 Helpful introductions to Macarius’ mystical doctrine are provided 
by Maloney (1982), pp. 11-20; Simon Tugwell, “Evagrius and Macarius,” 
in Jones, Wainwright, and Yarnold (1986), pp. 173-175; idem, Ways of 
Imperfection: An Exploration of Christian Spirituality (Springfield, IL: Temple- 
gate, 1985), pp. 47-58. 


32 PRAYER OF THE HEART 


heart. Spiritual guides encouraged their disciples to enter into this 
hidden region and to explore its terrain with persistence and care. 
Initially, this exploration brought to the surface much that was 
dark, distorted, and opposed to the ways of God. Yet if ascetics 
persevered in their quest for perfection and were determined to 
uproot the prompting of demons in the heart, they could uncover 
the Kingdom of Heaven that lay hidden within themselves. They 
could discern God’s movement in the heart and enter into lasting 
relations with Divinity. 


With this brief elucidation in mind, the question arises of 
whether or not the two terms zous and kardia do indeed speak of 
two distinct human faculties, as has frequently been suggested. Or 
are they perhaps compatible, seeking to describe, each in its own 
way, a person’s essential being and seat of spiritual intelligence? Do 
not both terms point to that part of human nature with which it is 
possible to transcend the human realm and to touch upon God? 
Ware and McGuckin suggest as much. 

According to Ware, Evagrius used the term nous not only to 
designate “the reasoning brain but also, and more fundamentally, 
the apprehension of spiritual truth through direct, non-discursive 
insight.”!94 Macarius, he resumes, “understood by the heart not 
merely the emotions and affections but the deep centre of the hu- 
man person.”!% If Evagrius is to be termed an intellectualist, it 
should be recognized that the word is employed in a sense quite 
different from its current usage. It is equally important to correctly 
understand the early Christian conception of kardia and to realize 
that it seeks to capture the place where a person is most authenti- 
cally in the image of God.!% 

McGuckin presents a similar argument. While acknowledging 
the value of contrasting the two dominant themes of noetic and 
heart-centered mysticism to explore the roots of the Byzantine 
spiritual tradition, he suggests that this approach is nevertheless an 
oversimplification that does not take into consideration exactly 
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how much interconnectedness there is between the two expres- 
sions of early Christian mystical thought. 107 

In support of his argument, McGuckin looks beyond the no- 
etic teaching of the early church to Greek philosophy and suggests 
that even ancient thinkers, despite their reliance on the concept of 
the zous to designate a person’s truest reality, did not dismiss the 
notion of the heart out of hand.!°% While Plato never abandoned 
the basic physiological concept of the heart, he occasionally as- 
cribed to it functions of the soul. The Stoic philosopher Chrysip- 
pos and his disciple Diogenes of Babylon pointed to the heart as 
the central organ of intellectual life, the seat of reason, from which 
feeling, willing, and thinking proceed, even if they did not go so far 
as to identify the process of thought with the heart.!°° McGuckin 
comments further on the compatibility of both terms by consider- 
ing the Septuagint, the Greek translation of Jewish scriptures, and 
by noting that its authors frequently used kardia interchangeably 
with the terms nous, psyche, dianoia, and pneuma.''® For these authors, 
as for early Christian theologians, the heart was synonymous with 
the intellect, soul, mind, and spirit. The stringent distinction be- 
tween human faculties was foreign to them, and the deepest layer 
of a person’s existence could be indicated by a variety of names. 

McGuckin’s argument that Greek philosophy itself does not 
propose the fixed categorization of the intellective and emotive 
faculties gains further support if we note that even Plato, the great- 
est of speculative thinkers, was not a mere theoretician but always 
strove to acquire a direct, felt sense of the divine Mind. Like later 
Christian theologians, the Greek philosopher did not distinguish 
between the sphere of the mind on the one hand and the sphere of 
direct, visceral experience on the other hand. Rather, he tried to 
preserve their fundamental unity by leading his daily life in accor- 
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dance with philosophical precepts.!!! Stoic philosophers followed 
this example. They, too, acknowledged the inherent connection 
between intellectual speculation and tangible, inner awareness and 
honored this tie by conducting their everyday affairs in a philoso- 
phical manner.!!2 

For the time being, these comments may suffice to suggest the 
compatibility of the two terms and the futility of relegating them to 
distinct spheres of existence, the one to the realm of the intellect 
and the other to the realm of the intuitive, experiential life. Hope- 
fully, it has been sufficiently indicated that Origenian and Syrian 
ascetics had the same interest at heart, even if they articulated their 
teaching in a variety of ways and set different priorities. Adherents 
of both currents of mystical thought hoped to describe the sacred 
inner region where the divine-human encounter took place. They 
all wished to indicate how a life of prayer, ascesis, and charity in- 
troduced humans to an inner silence that revealed the presence of 
God. Origen and his followers tended to speak of the illumination 
of the zous and proposed its ascent toward heavenly regions. Syrian 
theologians were more likely to look to the heart and to call for the 
exploration of its hidden crevices. Ultimately, however, proponents 
of both currents sought to indicate how humans might be purified 
and apprehend God in an immediate, experiential fashion. 


The research of Ware and McGuckin features prominently in 
the above discussion, and it will continue to do so throughout this 
study. Valuable contributions to a better understanding of the doc- 
trine of inner prayer have also been provided by the above- 
mentioned scholars, Hausherr, Maloney, and Spidlik, whose lega- 
cies are certainly not limited to their discussions of early Christian 
mystical thought in terms of classifiable schools of thought. Brock 
and Golitzin are two further researchers whose work calls for close 
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attention. All of these authors are intimately acquainted with the 
ascetical teachings of late antiquity, and their work offers much 
insight into the prayer of the heart and its distinctly holistic biblical 
outlook. 

Hausherr focused on the conception of prayer as a continual 
state of being and as a way of life inviting greater intimacy with 
God."'? In his classic study on the Jesus Prayer, The Name of Jesus, in 
which he inquires into the early Christian usage of the messianic 
name, Hausherr pays tribute to the biblical and incarnational con- 
text of Christianity’s mystical legacy by commenting on the fervor 
with which ascetics called upon the name of Jesus, thereby hoping 
to invoke the presence of their Savior and the grace that was be- 
stowed upon them at the incarnation. Their devotion to the name 
of the Lord, Hausherr suggests, reflects a deep belief in the impor- 
tance of God’s salvific embodiment and its deifying effect on hu- 
man nature. For early Christians, the heartfelt, continual invocation 
of the holy name established the closest of relations with Christ, 
who came to belong to them as they belonged to him.1!4 It allowed 
for union with God and the sanctification of the faithful. 

Hausherr does not exclude Origen from his discussion on the 
incarnational, experiential nature of the Jesus Prayer, one indication 
that he does not insist on his proposed distinction between the 
intellective and the affective strands of Christianity’s mystical heri- 
tage. He suggests that Origen, like theologians whose teaching is 
rooted in the emotive encounter with God, displays a lasting com- 
mitment to the messianic name and infuses his teaching with a 
deep tenderness for Christ. According to Hausherr, Origen’s habit 
of adding to the different names of Christ the possessive adjective 
“my” suggests a burning, physical love for God, which Origen feels 
in his flesh and bones. It also suggests an acute theological sensitiv- 
ity to a person’s ability to perceive the inner presence of Christ ex- 
perientially.!!5 

Hausherr sheds further light on the debt of the doctrine of 
inner prayer to the incarnational spirit of Christian teaching by ex- 
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ploring the motives that propelled members of the ancient church 
to engage in the mystical life. He is emphatic that ascetics did not 
flock to the desert to immolate themselves for the glory of God. 
They did not seek a life of misery. Rather, they longed to attain “a 
state of total interior integration and wholeness which is literally 
health or salvation (soveria), the well-being and joy that comes from 
living for the greater honor and glory of one’s maker.”!!6 If early 
Christians embraced the rigors of this life, they did so in the hope 
of entering a state of true prayer which “is completely peaceful and 
restful even for the body.”!'’ Their objective was not to bring 
about a state of mental and physical exertion. 

Spidlik adopts a very similar approach. Like Hausherr, he 
points to the inherently experiential nature of the mystical life and 
the value its practitioners attributed to material existence. Even 
ascetics who adhered to an intellectualized spirituality did not situ- 
ate the experience of the divine in the realm of reason alone but 
realized that the most exalted of thoughts did not allow for direct 
contact with God.!!8 While Spidlik does not call into question the 
dualistic tendencies inherent in Christian anthropology, he points 
to the mysteries of creation, of the incarnation, and of the resurrec- 
tion to indicate the positive stance early Christian theologians 
adopted toward humanity’s embodied existence.!!9 As further 
proof of this sentiment, Spidlik draws on Paul and the latter’s belief 
in the higher dignity of the body. Spidlik singles out the First Letter 
to the Corinthians (6:14-20) in which the apostle proclaims the 
body’s ability to be raised like the Savior, to become a member of 
the body of Christ, to be transformed into the temple of the Holy 
Spirit, and to serve as an important means of glorifying God.!?0 

Spidlik deepens his discussion of Christianity’s biblical an- 
thropological heritage by elucidating its teaching on the heart. The 
heart, he proposes, is the seat of total, intuitive understanding. It is 
the principle of human integration and the faculty by means of 
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which the Creator is united to all of creation.!?! The heart’s natural 
desires are noble and representative of a person’s longing for the 
good, the just, and the beautiful. 122 Spidlik’s inquiry into the biblical 
conception of the heart tells us much about the early Christian un- 
derstanding of the mystical quest. It allows us to see how promi- 
nent of a place members of the ancient church attributed to em- 
bodied existence. 

Maloney largely follows Spidlik’s line of argument. He, too, 
points to the heart as the principle of unity within a person and 
suggests that “it is in our ‘heart’ that we meet God in an I-Thou 
relationship.”!?3 Here, humans become aware of the divine pres- 
ence until they can literally feel God.!24 Maloney echoes Hausherr 
and Spidlik by commenting on the dignity which members of the 
eatly church bestowed on the body. He proposes that, for them, 
“the body is a material ‘place’ or /ocus where God’s transfiguring 
light is shining through and divinizing the whole person in the 
process.”’!?5 Maloney further points to the early Christian belief that 
everything material “can be a ‘diaphanous’ point of encountering 
the inner, transforming energies of divine love, bringing all things 
into Jesus Christ.” 126 

Regardless of his tendency to distinguish rather sharply be- 
tween the two currents of early Christian spirituality, Maloney con- 
cedes that even adherents of the noetic mystical strand never set- 
tled for mere intellectualism. Origen as well as Evagrius knew that 
the quest for God was a matter of truly knowing, possessing, and 
seeing God.!2”7 Like so many early Christians, they were deeply 
awate that the intuitive discernment of God’s presence was the 
only means of insuring that the incarnate Logos, the true Life who 
dwells within believers, divinizes the faithful into living members of 
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122 Spidlik (1986), pp. 106-107. 
123 Maloney (1981), p. 24. 
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126 Maloney (1981), p. 180. 
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his own body.!?8 Maloney’s discussion of this feature is a valuable 
resource and, like the work of Hausherr and Spidlik, highlights the 
incarnational sentiment of early Christian mystical thought. 

Ware’s contributions to the topic at hand are considerable in- 
deed. As one of the translator-editors of the Philokalia, he has been 
instrumental in disseminating valuable early Christian primary 
sources among the English-speaking Christian West and in refamil- 
iarizing it with its forgotten heritage. Equally valuable have been his 
numerous publications on a large number of topics concerning this 
heritage.!2° Like the above authors, Ware discusses the prayer of 
the heart in light of its biblical anthropological roots. He, too, pays 
special attention to the early Christian understanding of the heart as 
our truest self and the point of self-transcendence “where the 
physical and non-material, the created and the uncreated con- 
verge.”'30 Through the heart, divine grace permeates the seeket’s 
entire being, transforming not only the soul but all parts of the 
body. 

Ware pays close heed to the early Christian idea that embod- 
ied existence is invaluable to the mystical quest and that there can 
be no salvation for the soul apart from the body. Divinization sig- 
nifies the transformation of the total person, and Christians fulfill 
their God-given potential not by saving their souls but rather by 
becoming spirits enfleshed.'*! As a means of highlighting the holis- 
tic, incarnational approach of the prayer of the heart tradition, 
Ware, too, comments on the power of invoking the name of Jesus, 
a practice that allows Christians to stand in the immediate presence 
of the Savior.!*? 

Aware that contemporary Christians are “finding it less and 
less helpful to distinguish sharply between mind and matter, be- 





128 Maloney (1981), p. 128. 

12 See, for instance, Kallistos Ware, The Power of the Name (Fairactes, 
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tween soul and body,”'3 Ware is greatly concerned to impress 
upon readers the present-day applicability of ancient mystical 
teachings and the benefits they may reap from these. He cautions 
his audience not to sever the past from the present and to neglect 
Christianity’s valuable heritage. Like body and soul, heart and mind 
and, indeed, like the affective and the noetic strands of Christian 
mystical thought, past and present complement one another and 
constitute an integral whole. We will address the timelessness of 
ancient mystical thought in upcoming chapters. 


While this study is greatly informed by the pioneering work of 
the above-mentioned scholars, it is most indebted to the research 
of three particular scholars, Sebastian Brock, Alexander Golitzin, 
and John McGuckin. Sebastian Brock, the renowned scholar of 
Syriac studies and translator of numerous ancient Syriac texts, has 
been instrumental in shedding light on the rich mystical teaching of 
Oriental Christianity.'54 In his discussion of Syrian ascetics, such as 
Aphrahat, Ephrem of Nisibis, and Isaac of Nineveh, Brock has 
paid special attention to their Semitic heritage, to their reliance on 
holistic biblical anthropology, and to the shared understanding of 
the heart as the spiritual center of a human being. This detailed 
discussion is invaluable to the present inquiry, as are Brock’s ob- 
servations on the ways in which Syrian practitioners of inner prayer 
envisioned the gradual transformation of the heart into God’s tem- 
ple. Also of interest is his emphasis on the close association of the 
heart, silent prayer, and the interior celebration of the liturgy. A 
careful examination of this association in the chapters to come will 
deepen our understanding of how the practice of inner prayer is 
inherently relational and world-affirming in nature. 

Like Brock, Alexander Golitzin has inquired closely into the 
Semitic roots of early Christian mystical thought, and his writings 
are a valuable resource in coming to understand the beginnings of 
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the prayer of the heart.'95 Golitzin has published widely on the 
reconceptualization of the biblical glory motif in early Christian 
ascetical texts, a topic that is central to the exploration of the pre- 
sent subject matter. Following Brock in focusing first and foremost 
on early Syrian Christianity (while going on to consider its impact 
on later Byzantine spirituality), Golitzin suggests that many promi- 
nent writers of this tradition reinterpreted biblical ascension and 
vision motifs, most notably the temple motif, and proposed their 
interiorization. The human heart was transformed into the new 
sanctuary in which Christ, the radiant throne of Glory, reveals him- 
self to the human soul. For Golitzin, the Eastern Christian notion 
of deification, which is so central to the doctrine of the prayer of 
the heart, is closely associated with the biblical temple and taberna- 
cle tradition. This observation is of great interest and invites further 
discussion on the process of deification and on the degree to which 
the body, God’s temple, participates in this process. 

Equally indispensable to tracing the biblical roots of the 
prayer of the heart and exploring its holistic approach is the work 
of John McGuckin.'¥6 McGuckin has considered these features not 
only within a Syrian Christian context, but has added to this discus- 
sion a close reading of the noetic tradition of Origen and his fol- 
lowers. While McGuckin is ever aware of the influence that Greek 
philosophy exerted over early Christian thought and over Ori- 
genian thought in particular, he nevertheless emphasizes that even 
highly speculative thinkers, such as Origen and Evagrius, never 
abandoned Christianity’s biblical heritage but remained faithful to 
its fundamental tradition of the enfleshment of the Logos within 
history as a paradigm for all human salvation.!5’ He suggests that 
these theologians thereby insured that their mystical doctrine, de- 





135 See, for instance, Alexander Golitzin, “Et Introibo ad Altare Dei: 
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spite its lingering influence of the concept of the noetic escape 
from matter, retained a strong sense of embodied Jesus mysticism, 
a sense they bequeathed to subsequent ascetical teachers. 

McGuckin’s discussion of this subject matter does not end 
here. He points to the benefits spiritual elders reaped from the phi- 
losophical training of noetic thinkers who presented them with a 
technical vocabulary on which to base their anthropological and 
mystical doctrine.!38 For the first time, spiritual guides had at their 
disposal a system that allowed them to differentiate between the 
three dimensions of human existence, soma, psyche, and nous, and to 
elucidate how these respective modes of perception allowed for the 
discernment of God’s presence. Henceforth, ascetics could trace 
the complex processes by which the heart might be purified and 
transformed into a divine temple. In this respect, more speculative 
theologians allowed for the shaping of a mystical doctrine that bore 
all the marks of holistic biblical anthropology yet was nuanced 
enough to facilitate the in-depth exploration of a person’s interior 
landscape. 


While the upcoming discussion of early Christian theologians 
and their mystical teaching relies on a greater body of contempo- 
rary research than has here been indicated, the writings of Brock, 
Golitzin, and McGuckin provide the backbone of this study. By 
building on their research and examining, firstly, the impact of He- 
braic teaching on the Syrian and Origenian traditions and, secondly, 
the debt of the latter tradition to Greek concepts, this study at- 
tempts to show that the two currents of mystical thought are inher- 
ently compatible. While the two traditions vary in the degree to 
which they draw on biblical anthropology, both look to this teach- 
ing as a means of articulating a doctrine that validates the embod- 
ied, communal nature of Christian existence. The Syrian tradition 
conveys this sentiment by looking to the created order and to 


138 This feature can be observed in many instances, especially in the 
writings of later Byzantine mystical teachers. For one specific example, see 
John Anthony McGuckin, “The Shaping of the Soul’s Perceptions in the 
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God’s self-manifestation therein.!39 It focuses on the sacramental 
life of the church which reflects so powerfully the belief that matter 
can express the glory of God. Poetry, imagery, symbol, and para- 
dox are its preferred ways of conveying this world-affirming 
stance. !40 

Yet the writings of noetic theologians are no less poetic and 
vivid, nor do they fail to display a profound belief in Christ’s salvi- 
fic enfleshment and in the goodness of the created order. Unlike 
early Syrian writings, they are, however, marked to a greater degree 
by Greek cosmology and anthropology. Yet as we have seen, far 
from being a disadvantage and calling into question the incarna- 
tional orientation of their mystical doctrine, the Greek learnedness 
of Origenian theologians brought a new degree of subtlety to the 
more affective, fluid approach of the Syrian tradition. The refined 
vocabulary introduced by noetic theologians contributed to the 
flowering of a practice that was experiential in nature and simulta- 
neously rooted in a sophisticated Christian anthropological system. 
It allowed ascetics of the early church to articulate a teaching that 
suggested how body and soul alike might come to know an earlier 
state of glory. 


With the above introductory and historiographical comments 
in mind, we can now delve into the main body of the study. Let us 
do so by exploring first the biblical anthropological origins of the 
prayer of the heart. To do so, the first chapter will provide an in- 
quiry into the doctrine of the heart in the Old and the New Testa- 
ment. In the following chapter, attention will be paid to the mysti- 
cal teaching of the early Syrian church, which expresses Christian- 
ity’s scriptural heritage with particular force. Initially, consideration 
is given to the works of two prominent fourth century Syrian theo- 
logians, Aphrahat and Ephrem. The elucidation of their mystical 
doctrine will be followed by an examination of the teaching of 
Macarius, another great Syrian teacher of the ascetical life. While 


139 Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of 
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Macarius composed in Greek rather than Syriac, his influential 
homilies continue to reflect a scriptural understanding of the heart 
and provide valuable insight into the inherently holistic nature of 
eatly Christian mystical thought. 

Once the Syrian background of the prayer of the heart tradi- 
tion has been explored, we will consider its Greek Christian legacy 
in the third chapter. The discussion opens with an examination of 
Origen’s ascetical doctrine. Given its lasting impact on the Chris- 
tian mystical tradition, the careful exploration of Origenian thought 
and its debt to biblical teaching promises to shed further light on 
the Semitic origins of Christianity’s lost heritage. Simultaneously, it 
enables us to see in which instances Origen draws on Greek phi- 
losophy to refine anthropological teachings rooted in Scripture. 
The second prominent theologian to be considered in this chapter 
is Evagrius. Special emphasis will be placed on Evagrius’ ability to 
apply Origenian doctrine to the practical life and to continue the 
process of forging a technical vocabulary designed to describe the 
soul’s experiential absorption in God. 

With the intention of showing how elements of the two com- 
patible strands of Christianity’s mystical legacy were progressively 
joined by later theologians, the fourth chapter of this study is dedi- 
cated to their early Byzantine synthesis. The chapter opens with a 
discussion of writings by Dionysius the Areopagite, a sixth century 
Syrian theologian who, despite his background, was intimately ac- 
quainted with the noetic tradition of ancient Alexandria. Since the 
seventh century theologian Maximus the Confessor exemplifies the 
intermarriage of earlier ascetical teachings, the discussion of his 
writings will conclude the chapter. To allow for as comprehensive a 
discussion of the prayer of the heart as possible, the subsequent 
chapter will provide a brief elucidation of the Egyptian desert tradi- 
tion and of Byzantine hesychasm. A summarizing overview of the 
study’s salient findings are presented at the outset of the conclu- 
sion. 

This study opened with the observation that an increasing 
number of contemporary Christians long for an inner encounter 
with God yet do not receive sufficient spiritual guidance from their 
churches to satisfy this longing. The study will close with the sug- 
gestion that the doctrine of the prayer of the heart is uniquely 
suited to meet this need and to ease some of the restlessness ex- 
perienced by modern seekers. Much speaks in favor of the reintro- 
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duction of this ancient practice to the teaching of today’s churches: 
its nuanced reading of human consciousness, its body-centered, 
practical approach to Christian life, and, closely linked to the previ- 
ous point, its insistence that the quest for God is inherently com- 
munal and presupposes relations with neighbors and the world at 
large. All of these aspects promise to strike a chord with modern 
individuals who are at home in a world in which the quest for inner 
healing increasingly focuses on the study of somatic awareness and 
relational systems. Thus, suggestions will be made as to how the 
mystical doctrine of the early church might be translated into a pre- 
sent-day context and allow contemporary Christians to benefit 
from its powerful teaching on inner transformation. 


1 THE PRAYER OF THE HEART: 
ITs BIBLICAL ORIGINS 


THE OLD TESTAMENT 


Biblical anthropology endows the heart with tremendous impor- 
tance, and the frequent usage of the noun %Æb/ lebab in the Old Tes- 
tament—the term is employed 853 times in Hebrew and 8 times in 
Aramaic—attests to this importance.'*! While the present-day un- 
derstanding of the term may lead a modern audience astray and 
cause it to assume that /éb refers to the physical heart, it is helpful 
to bear in mind that this is seldom the case in biblical lore. The Old 
Testament rarely employs the word to designate this central organ, 
and if reference to human anatomy is occasionally made, /b is likely 
to denote the chest area in general.! 

What, then, is the primary biblical usage of the term? Which 
human part or aspect does it seek to describe? According to Old 
Testament anthropology, the word Æb refers to the fundamental 
nature of a person and captures the entire spectrum of human exis- 
tence, the vital, affective, noetic, voluntative, and spiritual. Of 
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these categories, only the concept of the heart as a person’s vital 
center addresses the physical dimension to some degree, a reading 
that is captured in the verse 


Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs 
of life. (Prv 4:23)!4 


Another rare instance in which the heart’s physical aspect is 
taken into consideration and its source as a human being’s vital 
energy is made explicit can be observed in the following verse: 


My heart throbs, my strength fails me; as for the light of my 
eyes—it also has gone from me. (Ps 38:10) 


In this instance, the heart is presented as the place where sick- 
ness manifests itself most overtly.!4> Occasionally, a link between 
the heart and vitality may be suggested, even if the former is 
viewed primarily as the affective center of humans: 


A tranquil Æb gives life to the flesh. (Prv 14:30) 


But usually the reader is more likely to find straightforward 
references to the heart as the seat of emotion.!*° In the %Æb, all feel- 
ings have their origin, from sadness to joy, from worty to hope, 
from fear to boldness:!47 


Even in laughter the heart is sad, and the end of joy is grief. 
(Prv 14:13) 


Anxiety weighs down the human heart, but good word cheers 
it up. (Prv 12:25) 


At this also my heart trembles, and leaps out of its place. (Job 
37:1) 
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Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all you who wait for 
the Lord. (Ps 31:24) 


Contemporary readers who are used to associating the heart 
with human emotions may take this association for granted. How- 
ever, ancient Israelites did not establish such a connection as a mat- 
ter of course. For them, the term pointed, first and foremost, to a 
person’s intellectual function.!48 The heart designated the ability to 
reason and understand. If the 4b lacked insight and perception, it 
failed to fulfill its primary purpose. The close link between the 
heart and the capacity for noetic apprehension is conveyed in nu- 
merous biblical passages, many of which can be found in the wis- 
dom literature. The following selection of citations may serve as a 
sample: 


My child, if you accept my words and treasure up my com- 
mandments within you, making your ear attentive to wisdom 
and inclining your heart to understanding . . . then you will un- 
derstand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. 
(Prv 2:1-2, 5) 


He is wise in heart, and mighty in strength—who has resisted 
him, and succeeded? (Job 9:4) 


The heart of the wise inclines to the right, but the heart of a 
fool to the left. (Eccl 10:2) 


An intelligent 4b acquires knowledge, and the ear of the wise 
seeks knowledge. (Prv 18:15) 


All of these passages suggest an interpretation of 4b in terms 
of an individual’s noetic center. The heart discerns. People gain 
insight and wisdom by listening with this inner faculty. The idea 
that ancient Israelites thought of the heart as destined for under- 
standing in much the same way in which ears are destined for hear- 
ing is made explicit in the first and last of the above citations. A 
heart that is capable of perceptive hearing is attentive and open.!*” 
It is ever watchful. If the heart listens closely, it is able to hear the 
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coming of the Bridegroom (Song 5:2); it becomes a perfect vessel 
with which to apprehend the words of God (Ez 3:10-11). This as- 
pect bears keeping in mind, for early Christians followed their Jew- 
ish ancestors in calling for a heart that is in a constant state of at- 
tentiveness. They followed their ancestors also in suggesting that 
the heart’s sense of hearing, like its sense of sight, smell, taste, and 
touch, demands ongoing training and sharpening. The fine-tuning 
of all inner senses was viewed as an essential prerequisite for the 
discernment of God and the progressive deepening of divine- 
human relations. 

Closely linked to the notion of the #b as noetic center is the 
concept of the heart as the seat of volition. In the heart, the first 
stirrings of a desire can be perceived. Here, future wishes, inten- 
tions, and actions are formulated.!50 The heart provides the inner 
motivation for all deeds, whether spontaneous or premeditated. It 
is the governing faculty of human will and behavior: 


Do not desire her beauty in your heart, and do not let her cap- 
ture you with her eyelashes. (Prv 6:25) 


But this is not what he intends, nor does he have this in mind; 
but it is in his heart to destroy, and to cut off nations not a 
few. (Is 10:7) 


Moses then called Bezalel and Oholiab and every skillful one 
to whom the Lord had given skill, everyone whose heart was 
stirred to come to do the work. (Ex 36:2) 


Of particular interest for the purpose of this study is the im- 
portance biblical anthropology attributes to the /b as the core of a 
person’s spiritual intelligence and as the seat of every religious sen- 
timent. God’s will and purpose are the reference points of all hu- 
man emotions, thoughts, and actions: 


I will make an everlasting covenant with them, never to draw 
back from doing good to them; and I will put the fear of me in 
their hearts. (Jer 32:40) 
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You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul, and 
you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and fix them as an 
emblem on your forehead. (Dt 11:18) 


He did evil, for he did not set his heart to seek the Lord. (2 
Chr 12:14) 


The idea that the deepest and truest reality of a person is 
rooted in the heart and that this reality is defined by its relationship 
with God is at the center of biblical anthropology. In the heart, the 
essential core of human beings, God’s presence and influence are 
most directly felt. Here, Divinity impinges on our existence and 
reveals itself.!5! It is the place of divine-human contact. Deep as the 
sea (Ex 15:8; Ps 46:2), this inner dimension provides direct access 
to God. By seeking the Lord with the heart (Ps 27:8), the faithful 
feel divine strength and grace pour into their being (Ps 19:14; 1 Sm 
2:1-2). 

But the heart provides access to the divine only if it is kept in 
a state of uprightness and purity, a state of being biblical sources 
commonly refer to as a “pure heart” or a “heart of flesh.” What 
exactly characterizes a “pure heart”? How are we to conceive of a 
“heart of flesh”? Let us give thought to these questions by consid- 
ering, first, the notion of the pure heart. 


Ancient Israelites employed a variety of terms to suggest pu- 
rity of heart and most commonly did so by drawing on the words 
tabor (clean), bar (pure), yasar (straight), and &zbbés (cleanse).'52 All of 
these adjectives describe a heart that is upright, humble, and open; 
the pure heart is full of integrity and honesty. People with pure 
hearts are morally as well as cultically clean and therefore permitted 
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to participate in the offering of sacrifices.!53 They may worship and 
approach the Lord: 


Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? 

And who shall stand in his holy place? 

Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, 
Who do not lift up their souls to what is false, 
And do not swear deceitfully. (Ps 24:3-4) 


People with pure hearts may not only approach Divinity but 
may enter into close relations with the divine realm. To them, God 
offers comfort, guidance, and the riches of the heavenly sphere. 
The pure heart is infused with strength and joy, a gift no worldly 
goods can match: 


Truly God is good to the upright, to those who ate pure in 
heart. 

When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart, 

I was stupid and ignorant; I was like a brute beast toward you. 

Nevertheless I am continually with you; you hold my right 
hand. 

You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will re- 
ceive me with honor. 

Whom have I in heaven but your 

And there is nothing on earth that I desire other than you. 

My flesh and my heart may fail, 

but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. 
(Ps 73:1, 21-26) 


The Hebraic notion that the heart constitutes the vital link be- 
tween the heavenly and earthly spheres and that it is the locus of 
divine-human communion is vividly expressed by the prevalent 
idea that Yahweh knows the heart of all (1 Kgs 8:39; 2 Chr 6:30; Ps 
44:21; 139:23).154 No feelings, thoughts, wishes, intentions, and 
plans of action arise in the 4b without divine knowledge. God 
knows the heart’s deepest secrets (Ps 33:15) and can incline it in 
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any given direction and to any desired end. God can bow the heart 
(Ps 107:12), strengthen it (Ps 10:17), turn it toward good (Jer 
32:39), or incline it toward evil (Ps 105:25).!55 Divine omnipotence 
infuses the heart with a new spirit and brings it back to life: 


I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them; I 
will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a 
heart of flesh. (Ez 11:19; 36:26) 


The above citation introduces us to the concept of the “heart 
of flesh” and invites a brief elucidation of this expression. Ancient 
Israelites applied the concept in much the same way in which they 
applied the notion of the “pure heart” and used it to designate a 
person’s worthiness, generosity, and fervent desire to act in accor- 
dance with the will of God. Individuals with a new heart, a heart of 
flesh, are free from transgression, corruption, and self-interest. 
They lead their lives in accordance with the divine Law and are 
rewarded for their commitment with the gift of life: 


Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have com- 
mitted against me, and get yourselves a new heart and a new 
spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I have no 
pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord God. Turn, 
then, and live. (Ez 18:31-32) 


A heart of flesh is a heart that has been filled with a new spirit, 
God’s own spirit, and that is fully alive. Having ceased to be guided 
by arrogance and selfishness, it longs to follow the Lord’s dictates 
rather than its own.!5¢ Like the pure heart, the heart of flesh is full 
of remorse over past wrongdoings. It has been radically trans- 
formed and seeks divine favor by means of fasting, weeping, and 
mourning (Joel 2:12, 28). We will encounter this biblical teaching 
repeatedly in the upcoming discussion of early Christian mystical 
literature. Although members of the ancient church viewed grace as 
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the primary agent of transformation, they insisted that this trans- 
formation could not be effected without mourning (penthos), com- 
punction (katanyxis), and ascetical effort. No prayer was as effective 
as a prayer offered from a grieving, repenting heart. 


The idea that the heart has to be emptied of selfishness and 
pride before it can receive God’s life-giving spirit implies that this 
inner region is not only the dwelling-place of Deity but also the 
abode of vice. It indicates that good as well as bad arise from deep 
within a person. If purity of heart allows for the apprehension of 
Divinity, the wickedness of the 4b destroys relations with God and 
makes divine-human communion impossible:!5” 


If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not 
have listened. (Ps 66:18) 


The beginning of human pride is to desert the Lord, and to 
turn one’s heart away from one’s maker. (Sit 10:12 NJB) 


Transgressing, and denying the Lord, and turning away from 
following our God, talking oppression and revolt, conceiving 
lying words and uttering them from the heart. (Is 59:13) 


The notion that God as well as God’s foes reside in the heart 
is one further scriptural teaching that shapes Christian mystical 
thought to a decisive degree and that will demand attention 
throughout this study. Like the biblical understanding of the heart 
as a person’s essential core and as the locus of divine revelation, the 
idea of our deepest self as home to evil is presented in numerous 
early Christian writings. Ascetics of the ancient church were acutely 
awate of the many intricate maneuvers through which demons seek 
to corrupt the heart and alienate it from God. Guided by this 
awareness, they gave careful thought to the question of how hu- 
mans might detect demonic scheming, counteract its devastating 
impact, and prevent the heart’s life-threatening estrangement from 
God. Following Semitic doctrine, Christian ascetics were ever con- 
cerned to show by what means a sinful, lifeless heart might become 
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receptive to divine teachings and how it might be transformed into 
a place of theophany. 


As will hopefully become increasingly apparent over the 
course of this inquiry, early Christian mystical thought was deeply 
indebted to the biblical conception of the heart. Ascetical practitio- 
ners embraced the notion of the heart as the seat of all human ac- 
tivity. It was the primary instrument of inner coherence and inte- 
gration. In its original, ordered state, the heart was capable of 
bringing into accord a person’s thoughts, feelings, wishes, and ac- 
tions and of subordinating these to the will of God. It was the vital 
link between the body and the soul. By way of the heart, divine 
grace was believed to pour into every limb of the physical body and 
to sanctify mind as well as matter.158 If humans chose to cleanse 
this inner domain by fasting, weeping, and mourning, they were 
able to acquire direct access to the heavenly realm. 

To conclude this brief discussion of the Hebraic doctrine of 
the heart, raising one further point is helpful. It is notable that the 
line separating the concept of the heart from the concept of the 
mind has always been fluid. In the introduction, it was suggested 
that Plato, Chrysippos, and Diogenes were wont to draw on both 
concepts to indicate our deepest reality, even if they gave priority to 
the notion of the mind. Attention was also drawn to the Septuagint 
and its interpretation of the word Æb. Although the translators of 
the Hebrew Bible most commonly rendered the term by its true 
Greek equivalent kardia, they also drew on expressions, such as 
psyche (soul), dianoia (understanding, intelligence, mind), frenes (think- 
ing, understanding), nous (mind), or st#thos (chest, breast).15° 

Many of these renditions appear in early Christian writings 
and, whenever they do, it is important to note that they do not 
suggest a discontinuation of the biblical tradition of the heart as a 
person’s essential reality. The notion of the heart as the unifying 
principle of body and soul, of the material and the immaterial, and 
of the created and uncreated, is at all times integral to the mystical 
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teaching of early Christianity. Just how pervasive this notion is will 
be explored in the chapters to come. 

In these chapters, we will also have occasion to explore the 
relevance of ancient holistic teaching to modern Christians— 
Christians who long to look beyond the heart-mind divide that 
characterizes much of contemporary theological discourse toward a 
more integrative system. In the attempt to ascertain how the reli- 
gious life of modern seekers might be revived by the thought of the 
early church and infused with a heart-felt sense of God, we do well 
to turn our attention next to a brief discussion of the heart in the 
New Testament. Let us examine the degree to which its authors 
relied on Hebraic teaching to articulate their understanding of the 
direct encounter with Divinity and how this understanding pro- 
vided the foundation of a mystical doctrine that heralds a truly ho- 
listic approach to the quest for God. 


THE NEW TESTAMENT 


In the New Testament, the tendency to view the heart as the in- 
nermost center of a person and as the seat of all human life is con- 
tinued and taken to new heights.'6 In this inner region, every emo- 
tion, thought, desire, wish, and action has its beginning: 


So you have pain now; but I will see you again, and your hearts 


will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you. (Jn 16:22) 


He said to them, “Why are you frightened, and why do doubts 
arise in your hearts?” (Lk 24:38) 


He has shown strength with his arm; He has scattered the 
proud in the thoughts of their hearts. (Lk 1:51) 


For God has put it into their hearts to carry out his purpose by 
agreeing to give their kingdom to the beast, until the words of 
God will be fulfilled. (Rv 17:17) 


Following in the footsteps of Hebrew prophets and patri- 
archs, the authors of the New Testament suggest that God has 
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immediate access to the heart and can discern its many stirrings. 
The heart continues to serve as the inner arena where Divinity 
turns to humankind and reveals its will:161 


Then they prayed and said, “Lord, you know everybody’s 
heart. Show us which one of these two you have chosen to 
take the place in this ministry and apostleship from which Ju- 
das turned aside to go to his own place.” (Acts 1:24-25) 


Also like their Jewish ancestors, the apostles indicate that God 
turns to humans and grants divine closeness only if the heart has 
been adequately cleansed. The Semitic tradition according to which 
the heart has to be pure and made of flesh before it can apprehend 
the presence of God remains an integral part of New Testament 
thought. If the core of a person is empty of evil and receptive to 
the divine message, it is able to serve as the point of contact be- 
tween Divinity and humanity. This teaching is beautifully conveyed 
in the words 


Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. (Mt 5:8) 


An important feature in texts of the New Testament and a 
feature we will encounter in many early Christian writings is the 
pronounced link the apostles establish between the heart and the 
interior, spiritual worship of God. This link is perhaps best ex- 
plored by considering first the notion of faith and its deep impact 
on the heart. Peter suggests the following: 


And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them [the 
Gentiles] by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; 
and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no distinc- 
tion between them and us. (Acts 15:8-9) 


According to Peter, faith purifies the heart and initiates the 
process of conversion. By believing in the good news and embrac- 
ing Christ as the Son of God, the heart is opened and able to re- 
ceive divine teachings: 
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A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was lis- 
tening to us . . . . The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly 
to what was said by Paul. (Acts 16:14) 


As divine instruction takes root in the fertile ground of the 
heart and the process of conversion blossoms, Christians ponder 
God’s teachings within themselves and gradually learn to act upon 
them.' They progressively deepen the heart’s understanding of 
these teachings, embrace the virtuous life, and become true disci- 
ples of the Lord. The effect of this process is deeply transforma- 
tive: 


But what does it say? “The word is near you, on your lips and 
in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); be- 
cause if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and be- 
lieve in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will 
be saved. (Rom 10:8-9) 


Faith softens the heart, inclines it toward God, and enables 
individuals to surrender to Christ and his message. This conver- 
sion, ot metanoia, opens up the path to the Kingdom of Heaven by 
inviting the Son of God to fill a person’s innermost self with his 
divine presence.!® Paul suggests the following: 


I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant 
that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power 
through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. 


(Eph 3:16-17) 


Through faith, Christ lives in the heart of the professed Chris- 
tian (Gal 2:2:20-21). Once a market place, this inner region be- 
comes a temple, which radiates with the light of Divinity. The pres- 
ence of the Redeemer grants Christians courage, strength, and in- 
ner peace.!64 The heart is made receptive to divine teachings and 
progressively strengthened also by the inner presence of the Spirit 
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163 Bovenmars (1991), p. 105. 
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who guides the process of renewal along the lines revealed by the 
Son. Paul points to the heart as the abode of the Holy Spirit on 
many occasions: 


But it is God who establishes us with you in Christ and has 
anointed us, by putting his seal on us and giving us his Spirit in 
out hearts as a first installment. (2 Cor 1:22) 


And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his 
Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!’ So you are no 
longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, 
through God. (Gal 4:6-7) 





Bearing in mind the above comments on the heart, its rela- 
tionship to faith, and its function as the temple of Christ and the 
Spirit, let us now consider the close association of this interior di- 
mension with the spiritual worship of God. Once the heart has 
been renewed through faith and serves as a divine dwelling-place, 
the need for a physical temple structure where ritually pure wor- 
shippers offer animal sacrifices ceases to exist. The temple, the sac- 
rificial rite, and the priestly office are no longer limited to the mate- 
rial realm but come to constitute an inner reality. While the spiritual 
interpretation of the temple motif is already suggested in the Old 
Testament,'® it becomes a central teaching only in the New Tes- 
tament. Here, it is resoundingly proclaimed by Paul: 


165 Bovenmars (1991), p. 13. For passages discussing the spiritual 
conception of sacrifice and of the temple motif, see, for instance, Psalms 
51:10, 16-17: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right 
spirit within me. ... For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were to give 
a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to 
God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 
despise.” Other biblical verses that are of interest within this context are 
Psalms 140:2: “Let my prayer be counted as incense before you, and the 
lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice;’ Malachi 1:11: “For from 
the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great among the nations, 
and in every place incense is offered to my name, and a pure offering;” 1 
Samuel 15:22: “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacri- 
fices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Surely, to obey is better than 
sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams; Hosea 6:6: “For I desire 
steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt 
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I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies 
of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. (Rom 12:1) 


Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; but be 
filled with the Spirit, as you sing psalms and hymns and spiri- 
tual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to 
the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God the Father at all 
times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 


(Eph 5:18-20) 


These words provide insight into the New Testament teaching 
on the heart as the new spiritual temple. Worshippers need no 
longer seek out the physical shrine to offer their sacrifice. Their 
innermost core has become the sacrificial site.166 Christians whose 
hearts have been purified through the ongoing guidance of Christ 
and the Spirit are transformed into perfect vessels of divine glorifi- 
cation. They bear within themselves the means of praising and 
drawing uniquely close to God at any time and in any place. 


The New Testament doctrine of the heart as God’s spiritual 
temple is a vital aspect of early Christian mystical theology and 





offerings;” and Micah 6:6-8: “With what shall I come before the Lord, 
and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt 
offerings, with calves a year old? .... He has told you, O mortal, what is 
good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” 

Gaillard discusses this feature by drawing attention to Isaiah 57:15 
and 66:1-2: “I dwell in the high and holy place, and also with those who 
are contrite and humble in spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to 
revive the heart of the contrite” (Is 57:15); “Heaven is my throne and the 
earth is my footstool; what is the house that you would build for me, and 
what is my resting place? All these things my hand has made, and so all 
these things are mine, says the Lord. But this is the one to whom I will 
look, to the humble and contrite in spirit, who trembles at my word” (Is 
66:1-2); see Jean Gaillard, “Domus Dei,” in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, ed. 
Marcel Viller, Ferdinand Cavallera, and J. de Guibert (Paris: G. 
Beauchesne et ses fils, 1932-1995), vol. 3, p. 1554. 

166 Paul Bradshaw, Early Christian Worship (Collegeville, MI: Liturgical 
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shapes the tradition of the prayer of the heart to a large degree. 
Time after time, we will return to the discussion of this important 
teaching. We will see how the interiorization of the biblical temple 
motif allowed ascetic practitioners to establish direct, intimate con- 
tact with Divinity. Inner prayer was of such power as to introduce 
humans to the heavenly realm and to allow for their participation in 
the angelic liturgy before the throne of God. The spiritual celebra- 
tion of the liturgy revealed to them the peace and glory of the 
world to come. 

As we inquire into this teaching, we will also have occasion to 
observe that the ability to participate in the angelic liturgy and to 
establish direct contact with Divinity through inner prayer does not 
call into question the external glorification of God. For members 
of the ancient church, commitment to inner prayer did not render 
the importance of the church, its liturgy, and its communal setting 
void. It did not divorce Christians from the reality of earthly, em- 
bodied existence. Despite their wish to interiorize the worship ex- 
perience, ascetics viewed the mystical life as firmly rooted in the 
here and now. If they called upon their audience to heed Paul’s 
advice to make melody to the Lord in the heart, they did so with 
the understanding that the interior liturgy, no less than the exterior 
liturgy, calls for the transcendence of strife and the ongoing pursuit 
of peaceful relations with fellow beings. 


With the above comments on the conception of the heart in 
the Old and the New Testament in mind, let us now turn our at- 
tention to the Syrian church, which is most directly linked to the 
Semitic world out of which Christianity sprang.'°’ As we do so, we 
will see that its teaching is deeply committed to the scriptural tradi- 
tion of the heart and to the reconceptualization of the temple motif 
in terms of an inner, spiritual reality. By considering salient pas- 
sages, initially from the writings of Aphrahat and Ephrem and, 
thereafter, from the Macarian Homilies, we will have the opportunity 
to observe just how great an impact biblical teaching exerted over 
the mystical thought of early Christianity. 
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ITS SYRIAN CHRISTIAN BACKGROUND 


APHRAHAT 


The Syrian Christian tradition, which constitutes a vital part of Ori- 
ental Christianity, has frequently been overlooked, attention having 
been given primarily to the Latin West and the Greek East.!° This 
fact is lamentable, for the early Syrian church was in possession of 
a tich mystical tradition and the proud owner of a large set of as- 
cetical writings. Fortunately, this oversight has been redressed over 
the course of the past decades by prominent Syriac scholars, such 
as Sebastian Brock, Kathleen McVey, Robert Murray, David Miller, 
and Susan Ashbrook Harvey, who have translated Syriac texts into 
English and presented in-depth commentaries on their content.! 


168 Brock (1987), p. x. 

169 See, for instance, Brock (1987). In this work, Brock provides a 
helpful general introduction to Syrian Christianity and presents excerpts 
from major early Christian mystical writings. For further translations, see 
Sebastian Brock, The Harp of the Spirit: Eighteen Poems of Saint Ephrem, 2°4 
enl. ed., (San Bernardino, CA: Borgo Press, 1984); idem, Ephrem the Syrian: 
Hymns on Paradise (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirs Seminary Press, 1990); 
idem, Bride of Light: Hymns of Mary from the Syriac Churches (Kottayam: St. 
Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute, 1994); idem, Isaac of Nineveh: As- 
cetical Homilies, ‘the Second Part’, Chapters IV-XLI (Lovanii: in aedibus Peet- 
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in particular, his Sywbols of Church and Kingdom. A Study in Early Syriac Tradi- 
tion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). For works by Susan 
Ashbrook Harvey, see, for instance, Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Asceticism 
and Society in Crisis: John of Ephesus and the Lives of the Eastern Saints (Berke- 
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Hence, it is now possible to examine this tradition in greater detail 
and to gain a better sense of its timeless wisdom. 


Syriac was spoken by early Christians living in the eastern 
provinces of the Roman Empire and in the Persian Empire, a re- 
gion that today falls within the borders of south-east Turkey, Syria, 
Iraq, and western Iran.!”° Syriac is a Semitic language, a dialect of 
Aramaic, and was first found in pagan inscriptions of the first three 
centuries CE. With the translation of the Bible into Syriac, it be- 
came an important theological and liturgical language for large 
parts of Oriental Christianity. Syriac survives in late antique to early 
medieval Christian texts and remains the liturgical language of a 
range of churches, primarily the three Oriental Orthodox churches 
(Maronite, Syrian Orthodox, Church of the East).!7! 

Given its close relationship to biblical Hebrew, it is hardly 
surprising that, in Syriac, the word for heart, “bbd, has the same 
wide range of meaning 4b enjoys in the Old Testament.!” Like bib- 
lical writings, Syriac texts point to the heart as the vital center of a 
human being and as the source of life itself. This feature is beauti- 
fully demonstrated in the work of two early Syrian ascetics, Aphra- 
hat, the Persian sage, and Ephrem of Nisibis. Their writings were 
conceived prior to 400, a period during which Syrian Christianity 
was still only barely Hellenized. Hence, these writings are of great 
value as the only extant witnesses to a genuinely Semitic form of 
Christianity.!73 
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Little is known of Aphrahat, the first major Syrian church fa- 
ther and ascetical writer whose work survived. Aphrahat’s ap- 
proximate dates have to be surmised from his writings, as does any 
insight into the circumstances of his life. He appears to have flour- 
ished in the early fourth century (c. 270-345). A surviving synodical 
letter denouncing clerical abuses written by Aphrahat to the bish- 
ops in Persia suggests that he held a high-ranking position in the 
Persian church and may have been a bishop.!” 

Aphrahat was an ascetic who belonged to a movement called 
the bnay (or bnat) qyama, that is, the “sons (or daughters) of the 
covenant.” Members of this movement followed the native Syrian 
tradition of the consecrated life, which was a forerunner of the 
main, Egyptian-inspired monasticism that spread into Syria starting 
in the late fourth century.!> The bray qyama placed great emphasis 
on baptism, the decisive moment at which the soul was betrothed 
to Christ, the heavenly Bridegroom. Baptism marked the beginning 
of a life dedicated to the pursuit of virginity and holiness, a way of 
life seekers chose in the hope of anticipating in their lifetime the 
splendor with which Adam had been endowed before the fall and 
which could only be fully realized at the resurrection.'” The sacra- 
ment of baptism also marked the point at which members of the 
covenant, or the éhidayé, as Aphrahat also terms them (i.e. the fol- 
lowers of the “Only-Begotten,” the Ihidaya), were incorporated into 
the unity of the body of Christ and acquired a new identity given 
“in the Spirit.” This new identity allowed them to share in Christ’s 
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divine sonship and to conceive of God as their eternal “Father.’””!77 
It enabled them to transcend divisions imposed by temporal exis- 
tence and to meet contemporaries as equals. Fraternal charity was 
of great importance, and, despite their commitment to a life of 
contemplation and celibacy, members of the covenant remained 
actively involved in the day-to-day affairs of the church, living in 
small informal groups amid larger Christian communities.!”® Mar- 
tied shidayé continued to live with their spouses, although they, too, 
led a life of continence. 

Aphrahat’s writings, his Twenty-Three Demonstrations, survive in 
their entirety. Devoid of standard Nicene doctrine,!” “systematic” 
thinking, or Greek philosophical teaching, they are steeped in Se- 
mitic thought and bear the mark of “targumic traditions,!80 handed 
down from the earliest Judaeo-Christian communities of Mesopo- 
tamia before the rupture between Church and Synagogue.’’!*! The 
first ten of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations were composed in 337 as a set 
of dialogues for the guidance of fellow ascetics. They address a 
variety of topics, including faith, love, fasting, prayer, the ascetical 
lifestyle, penance, and humility. Demonstration 6 is explicitly ad- 
dressed to members of the covenant and provides the earliest ref- 
erence to the movement.'®? The next twelve treatises were written 
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between 343 and 345 and are mainly concerned with Jewish- 
Christian dialogue and Jewish objections to the church. The last 
Demonstration was composed in 345 at the start of Shapur II’s per- 
secution of Christians and is an essay on biblical history and the 
end of times. 


Of particular interest within the context of this study is Dem- 
onstration 4 which is devoted to the topic of prayer. It is the first 
exposition on the subject that does not take as its starting-point the 
explication of the Lord’s Prayer.!83 In the treatise, Aphrahat follows 
biblical lore and presents the heart as the spiritual center of a hu- 
man being. He agrees with the authors of Scripture that the heart 
serves as God’s temple, provided it has been purified and reintro- 
duced to its original, pristine state. Aphrahat impresses upon his 
audience the need for a pure heart from the outset of the exposi- 
tion: 


Purity of heart constitutes prayer more than do all the prayers 
that are uttered out aloud, and silence united to a mind that is 
sincere is better than the loud voice of someone crying out. My 
beloved, give me now your heart and your thought, and hear 
about the power of pure prayer; see how our righteous forefa- 
thers excelled in their prayer before God, and how it served 
them as a pure offering. !84 


Por Aphrahat, prayer is an internalized sacrifice, and any sacri- 
fice presented to God has to be offered from an unblemished site. 
By emphasizing prayer as a pure, spiritual offering and as greatly 
dependent on a worshippet’s inner disposition, Aphrahat continues 
to align himself with biblical teaching and invites comparison with 
two Old Testament texts in particular, Malachi 1:11 and Psalms 
140:2:185 
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For from the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great 
among the nations, and in every place incense is offered to my 
name, and a pure offering. (Mal 1:11) 


Let my prayer be counted as incense before you, and the lifting 
up of my hands as an evening sacrifice. (Ps 140:2) 


Aphrahat’s interpretation of prayer as an interior offering also 
calls to mind the prevalent New Testament teaching which, as we 
saw in the previous chapter, embraces the spiritual conception of 
sacrifice and which is captured succinctly by Paul’s call to the Ro- 
mans to present their bodies “as a living sacrifice, holy and accept- 
able to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Rom 12:1). 

The Persian sage resumes his fourth Demonstration by enumer- 
ating the many benefits that humans reap by offering a pure sacri- 
fice of prayer. Once again, Semitic diction dominates his discourse: 


Hear then, my beloved, about this pure prayer, and what pow- 
ers have been manifest in it... . Our father Jacob too prayed at 
Bethel and saw the gate of heaven opened, with a ladder going 
up on high... . What then are we to say about the boundless 
power of Moses’ prayer? For his prayer saved him from the 
hands of Pharaoh, and it showed him the Shekinah of his God. 
... Jonah also prayed before his God from the depths of the 
sea, and he was heard and answered, and was delivered without 
suffering any harm; for his prayer pierced the depths, con- 
quered the waves and overpowered tempests; it pierced the 
cloud, flew through the air, opened the heavens, and ap- 
proached the throne of majesty by means of Gabriel who 
brings prayers before God. As a result the depths vomited up 
the prophetic man, and the fish brought Jonah safely to dry 
land.186 


The above words allow us to see that Aphrahat continues the 
biblical tradition according to which pure prayer is a valuable tool 


importance in early Christianity of prayer as a pure offering is discussed in 
R. P. C. Hanson, Eucharistic Offering in the Early Church (Bramcote, Notts.: 
Grove Books, 1979). 

186 Aphrahat, Dem 4.4-8, in Brock (1987), pp. 8-12. 
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of establishing close relations with God. By offering a prayer that 
arises from an upright, receptive heart, the gates of heaven may be 
opened and the Shekinah of God encountered. If the faithful fol- 
low Hannah’s example (1 Sam 1:13) and call upon the Lord from a 
pure heart, they, too, may hope to have their prayers answered.!*’ 
The Persian sage reiterates his teaching on the heart as the locus of 
inner worship and of divine-human communion in the following 
passage: 


Our Lord’s words thus tell us ‘pray in secret in your heart, and 
shut the door’. What is the door He says we must shut, if not 
your mouth? For here is the temple in which Christ dwells, just 
as the Apostle said: You are the temple of the Lord for Him to en- 
ter into your inner person, into this house, to cleanse it from 
everything that is unclean, while the door—that is to say, your 
mouth—is closed.!8§ 


Aphrahat is greatly invested in the idea of the heart as a place 
of divine indwelling. If Christians pray by raising their heart up- 
ward, lowering their eyes downward, and entering silently into 
themselves,!®° they gradually transform the secret chamber of the 
heart into an unblemished site, fit to house the heavenly Bride- 
groom. Once the Bridegroom has come to dwell permanently in 
his earthly temple, he assists seekers in their ongoing struggle for 
perfection.! 


Aphrahat’s conception of prayer as a pure, interior sacrifice 
offered in the heart is a prominent feature of his doctrine. As sug- 
gested above, a spiritual reading of the sacrificial rite, while fully 
developed only in the New Testament, is not absent from Old Tes- 
tament texts. In a few instances, it is even linked specifically to the 


187 Aphrahat, Dem 4.8, in Brock (1987), p. 11. 

188 Aphrahat, Dem 4.10, in Brock (1987), p. 14. 

189 Aphrahat, Dem 4.13, in Brock (1987), p. 17. 

190 Aphrahat, Dem 4.10, in Brock (1987), p. 14; idem, Dem 6.8 (on the 
sons/daughters of the covenant), in Bruns (1991), vol. 1, p. 197. 
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heart.!°! The spiritual conception of worship is explored also in the 
works of first century Jewish authors, amongst them Philo of Alex- 
andria, who suggests that the only sacrifice worthy of God is the 
pure mind and soul.!°? Pre-Christian Jewish apocalyptic writings, 
such as the texts of the sectarian Jewish community at Qumran, 
likewise affirm the developing idea that the inner temple rather 
than the physical temple allows for the encounter with God.!9 

Yet despite the Jewish origins of this teaching, Christians be- 
lieved that they fulfilled God’s call for the continuous offering of 
unblemished sacrifices most authentically.!°* Their offerings, they 
proposed, were preferable to those presented by pagans and Jews, 
for Christians alone fully met God’s demand for a sacrifice that was 
offered with an upright heart and a good conscience. Christ’s fol- 
lowers gave their purified bodies as living sacrifices (1 Cor 6:19; 
Rom 12:1) and praised the Lord by engaging in kind, generous 
deeds (Heb 13:15-16). 

This teaching is advanced by a number of extant early Chris- 
tian texts, two important sources with which Aphrahat is likely to 
have been familiar being the Odes of Solomon, a document written 
originally in Syriac and dated to the second century, and the Dz- 
dache, a book on church discipline believed to have originated in 
Syria in the late first to mid-second century.!9> Indications of a 


191 See, for instance, Sirach 39:5 of the Syriac Bible; as cited in Brock 
(1987), p. xxvi. 

12 Bradshaw (1996), p. 51. 

193 Bradshaw (1996), p. 51; Alexander Golitzin, “Temple and Throne 
of the Divine Glory,” pp. 107-129, in Luckman and Kulzer (1999), p. 117. 

194 Hanson (1979), pp. 3-4. 

195 Odes of Solomon 20:1-5: “I am a priest of the Lord, and Him I serve 
as a priest; and to Him I offer the offering of His thought. For His 
thought is not like the world, nor like the flesh, nor like them who wor- 
ship according to the flesh. The offering of the Lord is righteousness, and 
purity of heart and lips. Offer your inward being faultlessly; and let not 
your compassion oppress compassion; and let not yourself oppress a 
self;” in Odes of Solomon, ed. and trans. James Hamilton Charlesworth (Ox- 
ford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 85; Didache 14:1-2: “On the Lord's Day of 
the Lord come together, break bread and hold Eucharist, after confessing 
your transgressions that your offering may be pure; but let none who has 
a quarrel with his fellow join in your meeting until they be reconciled, that 
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“pure offering” doctrine can also be found in the second century 
Greek document The Shepherd of Hermas and in a passage from the 
Greek Epistle of Barnabas.'°° 

With his emphasis on the inherent link between purity of 
heart and sacrifice, Aphrahat therefore drew on a growing tradition 
that conceived of an offering not in material but in spiritual terms. 
The faithful continued to offer their sacrifice from a cultically pure 
site. This site, however, was no longer the physical structure of the 
temple but rather the inner region of the purified heart. Since 
Christ, the Lifegiver, “gave His blood in place of all men,”!9” ani- 
mal sacrifices were no longer required. Prayer had become the pri- 
mary means of conversing with God. Aphrahat was acutely aware 
of this reconceptualization and, despite his debt to the Semitic tra- 
dition, was eager to expound his ascetical doctrine in a genuine 
Christianized context:!98 





your sacrifice be not defiled;” in Apostolic Fathers, ed. and trans. Kirsopp 
Lake, LCL (London: Heinemann; New York Putnam, 1912-1913), vol. 1, 
p- 330; reference to these passages can be found in Hanson (1979), pp. 4- 
5. 

196 The Shepherd of Hermas 56:8: “If then you thus fulfil the fast as I 
commanded you, your ‘sacrifice shall be acceptable to God,’ and this fast 
shall be written down to your credit, and the service which is thus done is 
good and joyful and acceptable to the Lord;” in Lake (1912-1913), vol. 2, 
p. 161. Epistle of Barnabas 2:7-10: “And again he says to them, ‘Did I com- 
mand your fathers when they came out of the land of Egypt to offer me 
burnt offerings and sacrifices? Nay, but rather did I command them this: 
Let none of you cherish any evil in his heart against his neighbour, and 
love not a false oath.’ We ought then to understand, if we are not foolish, 
the loving intention of our Father, for he speaks to us, wishing that we 
should not err like them, but seek how we may make our offering to him. 
To us then he speaks thus: ‘Sacrifice for the Lord is a broken heart, a 
smell of sweet savour to the Lord is a heart that glorifieth him that made 
it? We ought, therefore, brethren, carefully to enquire concerning our 
salvation, in order that the evil one may not achieve a deceitful entry into 
us and hurl us away from our life;’ in Lake (1912-1913), vol. 1, p. 345; 
reference to these passages can be found in Hanson (1979), p. 5. 

197 Aphrahat, Dem 2.6 (on love), in Frank Hudson Hallock, Journal of 
the Society of Oriental Research 14 (1930): 21. 

198 Alexander Golitzin, “The Place of the Presence of God: Aphrahat 
of Persia’s Portrait of the Christian Holy Man,” An Essay in Honor of 
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For the uses of the law are abolished by the advent of our 
Lifegiver, and He offered up Himself in the place of the sacri- 
fices which are in the law, and He was led as a lamb to the 
slaughter in the place of the lambs of propitiation. ... He gave 
His blood in place of all men, that the blood of animals might 
not be required of us.!? 


Sins are washed away in water, and prayer converses with 
God’s majesty. See, my beloved, how sacrifices and offerings 
have been rejected, and prayer chosen in their place.20° 


Aphrahat presents his vision of prayer as a spiritual sacrifice 
vividly in the Demonstrations. The richness of this description owes 
much to the use of two prominent motifs, the motif of fire de- 
scending from heaven and the motif of the angelic liturgy. Both 
images are integral to his mystical doctrine and situate it firmly 
within a liturgical context. Let us take a moment to pay closer at- 
tention to this important feature. If we bear in mind that the Chris- 
tian liturgy is inherently relational, uniting, as it does, members of 
the earthly and the divine community, we will have a first opportu- 
nity to note that Aphrahat does not envision a life dedicated to 
inner prayer as a solitary pursuit of perfection.”°! We will be able to 
observe that the Persian sage was greatly committed to the com- 
munal nature of the mystical lifestyle. For Aphrahat, as for fellow 
ihidayé, pure prayer was situated within a social context and failed to 
be of benefit if practiced in isolation. His interest in the motifs of 
fire descending from heaven and the angelic liturgy attests to this 
commitment. 


As in so many instances, Aphrahat relies on Scripture to pro- 
vide him with both of the above motifs. In his fourth Demonstration, 
he introduces the motif of fire descending from heaven by drawing 
attention to Judges 13:20 (Manoah’s sacrifice), 1 Kings 18:38 


Archimandrite Aimilianos of the Monastery of Simonos Petras, Mount 
Athos (2003), p. 5; http://www.marquette.edu/magom/aimilianos.html. 
19 Aphrahat, Dem 2.6, in Hallock (1930): 21. 
200 Aphrahat, Dem 4. 19, in Brock (1987), p. 24-25. 
201 Brown (1988), p. 336. 
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(Elijah’s sacrifice), 1 Chronicles 21:26 (David’s sacrifice), and 2 
Chronicles 7:1 (Solomon’s sacrifice). He gives special prominence 
to Genesis 4:4, in which Abel’s sacrifice is expounded:?° 


First of all, it was through Abel’s purity of heart that his offer- 
ing was acceptable before God, while that of Cain was re- 
jected. And how do we know that Abel’s offering was ac- 
cepted, while Cain’s was rejected? . .. You are aware, my be- 
loved, that an offering that was acceptable before God was dis- 
tinguished by the fact that the fire would descend from heaven 
and the offering would be consumed by it. Now when Abel 
and Cain offered up their offerings both together, living fire 
that was doing service before God came down and devoured 
Abel’s pure sacrifice, but did not touch Cain’s because it was 
impure. ... And the fruits of Cain’s heart later testified and 
showed that he was full of deceit, when he killed his brother: 
for what his mind had conceived, his hands brought to birth. 
But Abel’s purity of heart constitutes his prayer.20 


The motif of fire descending from heaven indicates that 
Abel’s offering is pleasing to God and has been accepted. By em- 
ploying it, Aphrahat suggests to members of his audience that they, 
too, may find favor with God and witness the consumption of their 
offering, provided it is presented from an upright heart. If Chris- 
tians follow Abel’s example and conduct themselves in a virtuous 
manner, they will be able to experience the descent of God into 





202 As pointed out by Brock, it is likely that Aphrahat here resorted to 
a revision of the Septuagint by Theodotion, who, unlike most ancient and 
modern translators of the biblical passage, introduces the presence of 
divine fire into the account by rendering the Hebrew mayyisa not by “and 
(God) had regard for (Abel and his offering)” but rather by “and he en- 
fired;’ see Brock (1987), p. 3; idem, “Fire from Heaven: from Abel’s Sac- 
rifice to the Eucharist. A Theme in Syriac Christianity,’ pp. 229-243, in 
Fire from Heaven: Studies in Syriac Theology and Liturgy, VCSS (Aldershot, 
Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing, 2006), p. 231; idem, “Jewish Tradition in 
Syriac Sources,” pp. 212-232, in Studies in Syriac Christianity: History, litera- 
ture, and Theology, VCSS (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing, 1992), 

1:229; 

r 203 Aphrahat, Dem 4.2, in Brock (1987), p. 6. 
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their heart and the transformation of this inner region into a divine 
shrine. 

Aphrahat reinforces the liturgical conceptualization of inner 
prayer by associating the motif of devouring fire with the image of 
the Holy Spirit, as it descends onto the elements at the epiclesis, an 
association he suggests by referring to the coming of “living fire 
that was doing service before God” in the above words. The sage’s 
allusion to the consecratory role of the Holy Spirit during the 
anaphora and, hence, his contextualization of prayer within a Eu- 
charistic frame of reference would not have been lost on members 
of the audience.2°* They would have understood that the sacrifice 
of pure prayer invites the descent of the Holy Spirit into the heart 
and its transfiguration in much the same way in which the elements 
offered on the visible altar are sanctified by the Spirit during public 
worship. Like the inner sanctuary of the physical temple, the trans- 
formed heart provides direct access to God: 


And also the Blessed Apostle thus said: You are the temple of God 
and the Spirit of Christ dwells in you. And also our Lord again thus 
said to His disciples: You are in Me and I am in you (Jn 14:20).70 





204 Brock (2006), p. 229. The ancient East Syrian Eucharistic prayer 
of Addai and Mari, who are said to have evangelized Edessa, Seleucia- 
Ctesiphon, and the surrounding country, reads as follows: “May your 
Holy Spirit, Lord, come and rest on this offering of your servants, and 
bless and sanctify it;’ cited in Bradshaw (1996), p. 61. 

205 Aphrahat, Dem 1.3 (on faith), in NPNF 11.13, ed. Philip Schaff 
and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1956), p. 346. Within this context, two points deserve brief mention. 
Firstly, it is notable that, in this particular instance, Aphrahat points to the 
Spirit as the subject of indwelling. On other, more frequent occasions, he 
focuses on Christ as the divine agent who inhabits the heart; see Murray 
(1975), p. 225. Secondly, it bears keeping in mind that Aphrahat, like other 
early Syriac writers, moves between the Spirit as the Holy Spirit and as the 
Spirit of Christ with great ease; see Brock (2006), p. 236. Both features 
reinforce the idea that Aphrahat does not regard the clear delineation of 
theological concepts as a pressing matter. His doctrine is not subject to 
the detailed rational explication characteristic of much Nicene and post- 
Nicene theology. 
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In his attempt to highlight the liturgical, relational context of 
inner prayer, Aphrahat introduces a further motif, the motif of the 
angelic liturgy. It is an image he develops with great interest in his 
fourteenth Demonstration, a stylistically unusual piece of writing in 
that it is an epistle to the church of Seleucia-Ctesiphon written by 
the sage on behalf of a local synod. In it, Aphrahat addresses a va- 
riety of matters yet focuses on the many internal problems that 
afflict the Persian church, including the shortcomings of its 
clergy. He interrupts his admonition on a number of occasions 
and, on one such occasion, presents a description of the glorified 
sage. As he does so, Aphrahat reiterates his conception of the heart 
as the new temple of God, this time including a detailed description 
of its interior: 


Who has insight into the place of understanding? . .. Whoever 
has opened the door of his heart finds it... . He [the sage] be- 
comes the great temple of his Creator. Indeed, the King of the 
Heights enters and dwells in him, and lifts his intellect up to 





the heights, . . . and his heart is rapt in all its perception. He 
[the King] shows him a thing that he never knew. He gazes on 
that place and contemplates it, and his mind is stupefied by 











everything that it sees: all the watchers hastening to his minis- 
try, the seraphim chanting the thrice-holy [lit. “sanctifying’’] to 
his glory, flying swiftly with their wings, and their vestments 
white and shining, their faces are covered at his radiance, their 
courses swifter than the wind, there is the throne of the king- 
dom established.”0’ 


Aphrahat’s description of the interior liturgy is rich indeed. 
Descending into the heart, the glorified sage witnesses the awe- 
inspiring nature of the heavenly communal celebration. The mind 
is stupefied as it contemplates the angelic lower clergy, the watch- 
ers, hurrying to accomplish their ministry, while the seraphic 
priests, clothed in shining vestments and covering their faces from 


206 Golitzin (2003), p. 2. 

207 The English translation of this passage has been taken from 
Golitzin (2003), pp. 3-4. Golitzin also presents a valuable discussion of 
the passage. 
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the blinding radiance of Divinity, chant the celestial T7isagion (the 
Thrice-Holy) before God’s throne. No prior experience can be lik- 
ened to the self-disclosure of Deity in the human heart. The sage is 
drawn into the ranks of the angels and joins the eschatological 
messianic community. Here, strife does not exist, and genuine re- 
latedness is a reality. In the company of the angels, the sage knows 
the peace, equality, and unity of the heavenly realm. He experiences 
true catholicity which lies in the transcendence of all divisions in 
Christ.208 


Aphrahat looks to God’s vigilant ministers, the angels, with 
great interest. For him, they are the spiritual ideal to which Chris- 
tians who seek perfection aspire; they are the model after which 
sages mold themselves.” The angels are also important intermedi- 
aries and facilitate the divine-human encounter by presenting spiri- 
tual offerings to God: 


You who pray should remember that you are making an offer- 
ing before God: let not Gabriel who presents the prayers be 
ashamed by an offering that has a blemish. When you pray to 
be forgiven, and acknowledge that you yourself forgive, con- 
sider first in your mind whether you really do forgive and only 
then acknowledge ‘I forgive’.?!0 


These words emphasize the mediating activity of the angels 
and reiterate the importance of offering a pure sacrifice. In a sub- 
sequent passage, Aphrahat expounds on this point by noting that 
Gabriel will refuse to present an offering before God if forgiveness 
has not been granted. The need for reconciliation is ever on his 
mind: 


When you bring an offering and remember you have some 
grudge against your brother, leave your offering in front of the 


208 Zizioulas (1987), pp. 29-30; see also John D. Zizioulas, Being as 
Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St Vladi- 
mir’s Seminary Press, 2002), p. 162. 

209 Brock (1987), p. xxv. 

210 Aphrahat, Dem 4.13, in Brock (1987), pp. 17-18. 
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altar, and go and be reconciled with your brother; then come 
back and make your offering (Mt 5:23-24).71! 


Notable about both of the above citations is Aphrahat’s em- 
phasis on forgiveness and reconciliation, that is, on personal relat- 
edness. The celebration of the interior liturgy of the heart does not 
merely usher in new relations with members of the heavenly 
church. It also allows for the deepening of human relationships.” 
Por Aphrahat, the ability to reach out to fellow beings, to forgive, 
and to seek reconciliation is a development that occurs as a matter 
of course in all who strive for spiritual advancement. As practitio- 
ners of inner prayer begin the process of purification and gain in 
virtue, they learn to adopt a more forgiving stance toward their 
contemporaries. They empty the heart of evil and are free to per- 
ceive the onset of kindness and compassion. Christians who seek 
perfection acquire a new identity; they become divine children and 
enjoy by grace the sonship Christ enjoys by nature.?!> This new 
identity allows them to overcome human boundaries and to ap- 
proach their neighbors as equals. It allows love to flow freely and 
generously. 

A clear indication that Aphrahat believes inner prayer and 
charitable conduct to be inherently linked can be seen in his em- 
phasis on purity of heart as the very essence of prayer. He proposes 
that purity of heart, that is, engagement in noble, generous deeds, is 
prayer itself. If the fruits of Abel’s heart testify to his goodness and 
constitute his prayer, our pure hearts, our charitable deeds, consti- 
tute our prayer. Aphrahat does not distinguish between these as- 
pects of Christian existence. Philanthropic relief, purity of heart, 
and inner prayer are one and the same. The more Christians tran- 
scend imposed boundaries and seek to live their lives in the unity 
of Christ, the nobler their deeds, the truer their hearts, and the 
purer their prayers become. 

Prayer as conceived by Aphrahat, then, is never limited to a si- 
lent withdrawal into the self and a solitary encounter with God. 


211 Aphrahat, Dem 4.13, in Brock (1987), p. 18. 
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While the Persian sage is a great proponent of interiority and does 
not call into question the value of conversing silently with God,?!4 
Christians engage in this practice primarily as a means to an end. It 
is a tool meant to guide them toward the true goal of Christian life, 
i.e. the ability to apprehend the presence of divine love in the world 
and to cultivate interpersonal relationships to which this presence 
gives rise.2!5 Not surprisingly, Aphrahat therefore cautions his au- 
dience never to let prayer (as it is commonly understood) interfere 
with the endeavors to “give rest to the weary, visit the sick, [and] 
make provisions for the poor.”?!6 These acts, rather than the prac- 
tice of formal prayer, constitute genuine worship and are most 
pleasing to God. They ate the means by which humans effect the 
“rest” of the Lord: 


Watch out, my beloved, lest, when some opportunity of ‘giving 
rest’ to the will of God meets you, you say ‘the time for prayer 
is at hand. I will pray and then act’. And while you are seeking 
to complete your prayer, that opportunity for ‘giving rest’ will 





escape from you: you will be incapacitated from doing the will 
and ‘rest’ of God, and it will be through your prayer that you 
will be guilty of sin. Rather, effect the ‘rest’ of God, and that 
will constitute prayer.?!7 














Aphrahat presents his conception of prayer clearly and con- 
cisely. Prayer denotes all activities that are undertaken with the in- 
tention of easing the burden of fellow humans. Prayer implies 
reaching out to neighbors. It describes the Christian way of life 
even in what may appear to be the most ordinary and mundane of 
moments. In the following words, Aphrahat reiterates the idea that 
prayer may be purest in precisely such moments: 


214 Hence, he writes: “I have written to you, my beloved, to the effect 
that a person should do the will of God, and that constitutes prayer. That 
is how prayer seems to me to excel. Nevertheless, just because I have said 
this to you, do not neglect prayer,’ Dem 4.16, in Brock (1987), p. 21. 

215 Juana Raasch, “The Monastic Concept of Purity of Heart and Its 
Sources (IV),“ SM (1969): 272-282, cited in Dempsey (1999), pp. 36-38; 
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Or again, suppose you go on a journey during the winter and 
you meet rain and snow and get exhausted from cold. If once 
again you run into a friend of yours at the time of prayer and 
he answers you in the same way, and you die of cold, what 
profit will his prayer have, seeing that he has not alleviated 
someone in trouble? For our Lord, in his description of the 
time of judgement when he separated out those who were to 
stand on his right and on his left, said to those on his right: “I 
was hungry and you gave me to eat, I was thirsty and you gave 
me to drink, I was sick and you visited me, I was a stranger and 
you welcomed me in” (Mt 25:35). He spoke in the same sort of 
way to those on his left, and because they had done none of 
these things, He sent them into torment, while those on the 
right He sent into the kingdom.?!8 


Given this understanding of prayer, it is little surprising that 
Aphrahat and fellow sidayé chose to adopt a lifestyle that asked 
them to strike a balance between interiority, silence, and celibacy 
on the one hand and active involvement in the world on the other 
hand. The quest for God never excluded fellow beings. Members 
of the covenant viewed involvement in the many practical matters 
of daily existence as a valuable opportunity to effect the rest of 
God. Involvement in everyday tasks was their prayer and allowed 
them to glorify the Lord throughout the day, every day. 

With these ideas in mind, it may be suggested that Aphrahat 
viewed the relational nature of Christian life as the driving force 
behind the gradual transformation of a person into God’s temple. 
Because interpersonal relationships impel individuals to examine 
their patterns of thought and behavior, to acknowledge their 
strengths and weaknesses, and to ponder their mission in life, the 
communal setting of mystical existence initiates a process of inner 
growth and transformation that brings humans closer to their es- 
sential being and to the divine life that resides in their deepest 
selves, their hearts.2!9 Commitment to the ascetical life and the con- 
tinuous reaching out to fellow humans sensitizes individuals to the 
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impact they can have on the world around them; it allows them to 
discern their true identity and uniqueness. A stronger sense of iden- 
tity and purpose facilitated by a network of communal relation- 
ships, in turn, allows for heightened awareness of God’s all- 
pervasive presence in the world and opens the door to greater in- 
timacy with Divinity. Then again, greater intimacy with Divinity 
and the initiation into the heavenly church enable individuals to 
perceive their surroundings with newfound clarity and to overcome 
the many obstacles that keep humans apart. 

As suggested in the introduction, this study is conducted in 
part with the intention of challenging the assumption that the mys- 
tical life, as it was conceived by early Christian theologians, implies 
withdrawal from the world and the solitary quest for God. 
Throughout this section, the attempt has therefore been made to 
show that Aphrahat did not envision a life of inner prayer as de- 
void of interpersonal exchange. It did not imply the shutting out of 
the surrounding world. On the contrary, Aphrahat insisted that 
greater intimacy with God can be attained only by heeding one’s 
neighbor and by remaining closely connected to the local commu- 
nity. The true follower of Christ is the person who engages in ac- 
tive service and social philanthropy. The true follower of Christ 
imitates the latter’s charitable deeds on a daily basis and, by doing 
so, reconciles humans to one another and to God. 

To modern Christians living in the world and bound to it by 
numerous commitments, this teaching promises to be welcome 
news. By establishing that intimacy with God can be attained 
through ongoing interaction with the world, indeed, by suggesting 
that the apprehension of God in the inner temple of the heart de- 
pends on the cultivation of communal relations and “love in ac- 
tion,’ contemporary Christians have at their disposal a powerful 
tool of purifying their inner self and of transforming it into a divine 
temple. Even if unable to immerse themselves fully in a life of 
prayer and interiority, they are able to seek contact with God by 
taking advantage of the many opportunities to do the divine will 
which practical, everyday living provides. If they heed their 
neighbor, they have the means of offering the purest of sacrifices 
and of experiencing an intimacy with Divinity which they may not 
have believed attainable while exposed to the turmoils of worldly 
existence. 
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Now that we have considered Aphrahat’s debt to the biblical 
tradition of the heart and its ramifications on a Christian life of 
prayer, it is time to turn our attention to a second prominent theo- 
logian of the early Syrian church, Ephrem of Nisibis. Let us explore 
Ephrem’s understanding of the mystical lifestyle by addressing his 
debt to the Hebraic tradition of the heart and its holistic concep- 
tion of human nature. Let us consider if Ephrem followed Aphra- 
hat’s lead and conceived of the pure heart as God’s temple. Did he 
contribute to the reconceptualizaton of biblical temple imagery by 
presenting the celebration of the liturgy in terms of an inner, spiri- 
tual event? Was Ephrem as committed to a teaching that features a 
strong relational component and heralds the belief that God is en- 
countered through involvement in communal, day-to-day exis- 
tence? We will explore these questions in the section to come. 


EPHREM THE SYRIAN 


Born of Christian parents in c. 306, Ephrem was a deacon, cate- 
chetical teacher, and ascetic of the church of Nisibis, a town lo- 
cated on the most eastern frontier of the Roman Empire. Nisibis 
was repeatedly besieged and finally ceded to the Sassanids in 363, 
an event that forced the Christian population to leave the city. The 
elderly Ephrem relocated to Edessa, where he preached, taught, 
and served as hymn writer to a community of Christian virgins un- 
til his death in 373.220 

Like Aphrahat, Ephrem was a member of the covenant, a fol- 
lower of the Only-Begotten, and his teaching is greatly informed by 
the outlook of this early Syrian ascetic community. Ephrem eluci- 
dates this teaching in a large body of work which includes scriptural 
commentaries, refutations of dualistic speculations, letters, a dis- 
course, homilies, and hymns.??! He is best known for his large col- 


220 For biographical information, see Brock (1992), pp. 16-17; idem 
(1987), p. 30; McGuckin (2004b), v.s. “Ephrem the Syrian,” pp. 118-119; 
F. Rilliet, “Ephrem the Syrian,” EEC 1.276-277. 

221 For a helpful discussion of Ephrem’s writings, see Brock (1992), 
pp. 17-19; idem (1990), pp. 33-36. 
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lection of hymns which is of such beauty and poetry as to establish 
him as the foremost Syrian hymnographer.?2 

Ephrem’s hymns cover a wide selection of topics and address, 
amongst others, the church, the crucifixion, the nativity, the resur- 
rection, virginity, fasting, faith, and heresies. They are deeply Se- 
mitic in character and abound with the use of scriptural symbols. 
For this reason, they are reminiscent of targumic and midrashic 
traditions known for their metaphorical reading of biblical texts 
and, like the writings of Aphrahat, show relatively few signs of sys- 
tematic Greek thought patterns.?%3 


Ephrem presents much of his teaching on inner prayer in the 
Hymns on Faith, a large cycle of hymns which, as the title suggests, is 
devoted to the explication of faith. In hymn 20 of this cycle, he 
pays special attention to the close link between prayer and faith. 
Ephrem writes: 


In a single body are both Prayer and Faith to be found, the one 
hidden, the other revealed; the one for the Hidden One, the 
other to be seen. Hidden prayer is for the hidden ear of God, 
while faith is for the visible ear of humanity.?4 


As humans struggle to turn from the road of darkness and in- 
justice to the road of light and righteousness, Ephrem instructs 
them to let prayer wipe clean their murky thoughts and to let faith 
wipe clean their senses outwardly.225 Once prayer and faith work in 
tandem, the one purifying the inner senses, the other the outer 
senses, human beings are able to collect themselves before God 
and to follow the heavenly Isidayd with single-mindedness. 

Integral to Ephrem’s understanding of prayer and faith and a 
reoccurring motif in his hymns is the image of the heart. Reminis- 
cent of biblical writers and of Aphrahat, Ephrem views the heart as 
the very center of humans which defines them in their essential 
being. For him, the heart is not merely the seat of emotion but the 


222 McGuckin (2004b), p. 118. 

223 Rilliet, EEC 1.276. 

224 Ephrem, Faith 20.10, in Brock (1987), p. 34. 
225 Ephrem, Faith 20.17, in Brock (1987), p. 35. 
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source of all thought, volition, and wisdom. If the heart is filled 
with desire, it is incapable of counsel.?26 The “wrath of the heart’? 
leaves seekers devoid of insight and discernment. Like Paul, 
Ephrem views the heart as the place where the good news is pro- 
fessed.?8 Here, faith takes root and grows.?”? The inability to em- 
brace the good news single-mindedly results in a heart that is di- 
vided and prone to sin: 


A man’s feet and eyes reprove him for being thus divided; the 
heart is like a toiling ox, equally divided, for it has divided itself 
up between two yokes, the righteous yoke, and that of injus- 
tice.?30 


Ephrem agrees with Aphrahat that the heart is the place 
where Christians offer their pure prayer. The compatibility of both 
teachings is particularly pronounced in a hymn which survives only 
in an Armenian translation and which, in its emphasis on the 
power of inner prayer, calls to mind Aphrahat’s exposition in his 
fourth Demonstration: 


Prayer that rises up in someone’s heart serves to open up for 
us the door of heaven: that person stands in converse with the 
Divinity and gives pleasure to the Son of God. Prayer makes 
peace with the Lord’s anger and with the vehemence of his 
wrath. In this way too, tears that well up in the eyes can open 
the door of compassion.! 





26 Dempsey (1999), p. 36. 

227 Ephrem, Church 14.7, in Edmund Beck, Des Heiligen Ephraem des 
Syrers: Hymnen de Ecclesia, CSCO (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 
1960), p. 36. 

228 Ephrem, Faith 20.8, in Brock (1987), p. 34. 

229 Ephrem, Church 25.15, in Beck (1960), p. 57. 

230 Ephrem, Faith 20.15, in Brock (1987), p. 35. 

231 Ephrem, Hymns Preserved in Armenian 1.3, in Brock (1987), pp. 36. 
Brock points out that an element of doubt surrounds the authorship of 
this particular hymn. For passages in hymns that have been shown to be 
genuine works of Ephrem and that convey a very similar teaching, see, for 
instance, Ephrem’s Faith 20.6: “Petition that has been refined is the virgin 
of the inner chamber: if she passes the door of the mouth, she is like one 
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Loyal to biblical teaching, Ephrem views the heart as the 
doorway to the supernatural realm. It is the meeting-place between 
God and the individual. By offering their prayers in the heart, hu- 
mans ready themselves for the direct encounter with Divinity. They 
appease God and give pleasure to the Son. So great is the pleasure 
the faithful give to the Son that he takes up permanent residence in 
their innermost self, transforming it into his bridal chamber: 


How wonderful is this abundance 

that the Lord should reside in us continually, 

for He has left the heavens and descended: 

let us make holy for Him the bridal chamber of our hearts.?32 


Ephrem conveys a very similar teaching in a passage in which 
he addresses the notion of circumcision. Contrasting outward and 
inward circumcision and emphasizing the importance of the latter, 
he reiterates the belief that a pure, circumcised heart invites God to 
turn it into a divine dwelling-place. It is of interest to note that 
Ephrem, like Aphrahat, places his teaching, which owes so much to 
the Semitic tradition, within a Christian context: 


With a circumcised heart 

uncircumcision becomes holy: 

in the bridal chamber of such a person’s heart 
the Creator resides.2°3 


The above words convey the importance Ephrem accords to 
the spiritual worship of God. He, too, rejects external rituals, such 
as circumcision and the sacrifice of animals, and welcomes their 
replacement with interior rites. Pure inner prayer is the new Chris- 
tian sacrifice. Baptism rather than circumcision is the means by 
which individuals become betrothed to the heavenly Bridegroom 
and members of the Christian community. 





astray. Truth is her bridal chamber, love her crown, stillness and silence 
are the trusty eunuchs at her door,” in Brock (1987), p. 34. Ephrem here 
draws on the widespread early Christian understanding that the “inner 
chamber” of Matthew 6:6 refers to the heart, see Brock (2006), p. 240. 
232 Ephrem, Armenian Hymns 47.46-47, cited in Brock (1992), p. 128. 
233 Ephrem, Virginity 44.20, cited in Brock (1992), p. 128. 
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Ephrem’s emphasis on spiritual worship prompts us to in- 
quire if he, like Aphrahat, highlights this feature by employing the 
motif of the interior liturgy of the heart. Does he view the heart as 
a temple where divine fire descends onto the pure sacrifice of 
prayer, transforming a person’s deepest self? Is the heart a place of 
communion where Christians join the angels in their praise of God 
and experience the equality of the eschatological messianic com- 
munity? Is it a site where humans are reconciled to one another? 

Ephrem repeatedly describes Divinity, especially the Holy 
Spirit, in terms of fire and places this symbol within a Eucharistic 
frame of reference: 


In fire is the symbol of the Spirit, 

it is a type of the Holy Spirit 

who is mixed in the baptismal water 
so that it may be for absolution, 
and in the bread, 

so that it may be an offering.?*4 


Ephrem’s symbolic use of fire in the context of the Eucharist 
is brought to the fore in yet another passage which vividly calls to 
mind the biblical motif of fire descending from heaven to consume 
the pure sacrifice: 


Fire descended in wrath and consumed sinners, 

the fire of mercy has now descended and dwelt in the bread. 

Instead of that fire which consumed mankind, 

you have consumed Fire in the Bread, and you have come to 
life! 

Fire descended and consumed Elijah’s sacrifices, 

the fire of mercies has become a living sacrifice for us; 

Fire consumed the oblation, 

and we, Lord, have consumed your Fire in your oblations.?*° 


The above words are highly suggestive of Aphrahat’s refer- 
ences to the heart as the temple of God and as the place where the 





234 Ephrem, Faith 40.10, in Brock (2006), p. 234. 
235 Ephrem, Faith 10.12-13, in Brock (2006), pp. 234-235. 
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worthy offer their spiritual sacrifice, hoping for its acceptance and 
consummation. However, unlike Aphrahat, Ephrem does not ap- 
pear to relate the consecratory role of divine fire specifically to the 
heart, speaking rather of its purifying and sanctifying effect on the 
body.?3¢ While he establishes an intimate link between the heart and 
faith and views the former as the site where humans offer their 
prayers, he does not contribute significantly to the interiorization 
of the temple motif. For him, the heart is first and foremost the 
bridal chamber where Christ, the heavenly Bridegroom, and the 
soul meet; it is less a liturgical site where the angels and the glori- 
fied sage jointly worship before the throne of God. 


While Ephrem does not contribute to the reconceptualization 
of the biblical temple motif by presenting the heart as a place of 
liturgical celebration and spiritual communion, he nevertheless 
provides us with other teachings that are of considerable value to a 
better understanding of the prayer of the heart tradition, one such 
teaching being his conception of the body as God’s temple. Greatly 
informed by the central Christian doctrine of the incarnation, 
Ephrem views the fact that God became enfleshed to redeem hu- 
mankind as an important indicator of the body’s inherent good- 
ness. Without assuming flesh, the Son could not have set in motion 
a process that infuses human nature with life-giving energy: 


Glory to that Voice Which became Body, and to the Word of 
the High One Which became Flesh! Hear Him also, O ears, 
and see Him, O eyes, and feel Him, O hands, and eat Him, O 
mouth! Ye members and senses give praise unto Him, that 
came and quickened the whole body!?97 





236 See, for instance: “When Moses signed and anointed the sons of 
the Levite Aaron, fire consumed their bodies, fire preserved their clothes. 
Blessed are you, my brethren, for the fire of mercy has come down, ut- 
terly devouring your sins, purifying and sanctifying your bodies,” Ephrem, 
Epiphany 3.10, in Brock (2006), p. 234. 

237 Ephrem, Navivity 3.11, in NPNF 11.13, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry 
Wace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1956), p. 232. 
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Ephrem establishes the body’s inherent value by pointing to 
the Eucharist. Would Christ have “clothed himself in the Bread, 
seeing that bread is related to that feeble body,”?* if he had de- 
spised the body as unclean and unworthy? Would Christians be 
permitted to consume the body and blood of Christ and to per- 
ceive Divinity within themselves if their bodies were impure and 
unfit to mingle with the Holy Mysteries??? Surely not. Ephrem 
makes a particularly strong case for the body’s goodness and its 
importance to the apprehension of God in his renowned Hymns on 
Paradise. Let us consider this teaching and its implications for the 
tradition of the prayer of the heart in greater detail. 


In his Hymns on Paradise, Ephrem describes the Kingdom of 
God as a mountain, a description that is repeatedly suggested in the 
Old Testament. He divides the divine mountain into three different 
levels, likening them, among other things, to the different parts of 
the Old Testament Temple (the holy place, the sanctuary veil, the 
holy of holies) and to the tripartite nature of humanity. With regard 
to the threefold structure of human nature, Ephrem suggests that 
the mountain’s lower slopes relate to the body (gushma), its higher 
slopes to the soul (xaphsha), and its heights to the intellectual spirit 
(tar‘itha).2* Although the body is less glorious than the soul and the 
spirit and can neither be likened to the sanctuary veil nor to the 
holy of holies, it is nevertheless indispensable to the discernment of 
God, for the soul “cannot have perception of Paradise without its 
mate, the body, its instrument and lyre.”?4! The importance of the 
body as the soul’s companion and instrument of perception is con- 
veyed in the following passage: 


That the soul cannot see without the body’s frame, 

the body itself persuades, since if the body becomes blind 
the soul is blind in it, groping about with it; 

see how each looks and attests to the other, 

how the body has need of the soul in order to live, 


238 Ephrem, Heresies 47.2, cited in Brock (1992), p. 37. 
239 Ephrem, Heresies 43.3, cited in Brock (1992), p. 37. 
24 Brock (1990), p. 53. 

241 Ephrem, Paradise 8.2, in Brock (1990), pp. 131-32. 
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and the soul too requires the body in order to see and to 
hear. 


Ephrem views the body as an important vehicle through 
which humans apprehend the inner presence of Deity. The body 
enables the soul to sense God and to perceive a dimension—the 
divine, immaterial dimension—to whose reality no cognitive evi- 
dence can speak.” Without the body, the soul is deprived of 
strength, guidance, and insight: 


If the soul, while in the body, resembles an embryo 

and is unable to know either itself or its companion, 

how much more feeble will it then be once it has left the body, 

no longer possessing on its own the senses 

which are able to serve as tools for its use. 

For it is through the senses of its companion that it shines 
forth and becomes evident.24 


We can deepen our understanding of Ephrem’s views on the 
body by paying special attention to the last of the above cited lines. 
Through the body, Ephrem suggests, the soul does not only dis- 
cern Divinity, but it is also given the opportunity to shine forth and 
to manifest its wishes. Christians depend on embodied existence to 
be available to the world and, by being available to the world, to do 
the will of God. Without the body, the faithful do not have a voice 
with which to console the weary and offer encouragement to the 
downcast. They cannot engage in what Aphrahat deems genuine 
prayer and give rest to humans and God alike. Just as the latter had 
need of a body to reveal to humankind the extent of divine mercy 
and love, the soul relies on the body to reveal its good intentions to 
fellow beings. In this manner, it is able to work toward greater 
harmony and justice; it is able to work toward peace. Ephrem 
wondered why the soul would be confined within the body if it 


242 Ephrem, Paradise 8.4, in Brock (1990), p. 132. 

243 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation: Ancient Christianity and 
the Olfactory Imagination (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2006), 
pp. 175-176. 

24 Ephrem, Paradise 8.6, in Brock (1990), p. 133. 
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were able to see and to hear without it.24 Very likely, he also won- 
dered why the soul would be confined within the body, if it were 
able to manifest itself without the aid of its companion. 


The idea that the body is an important vehicle through which 
humans give rest to the Lord is an integral aspect of Ephrem’s 
mystical doctrine. The inherent link between embodied existence 
and our ability to draw into the presence of Divinity through chari- 
table conduct is reiterated in the following passage: 


Elisha was the equal of the Watchers—in his doings, glorious 
and holy—The camp of the Watchers was round about 
him;—thus let Baptism be unto you,—a camp of guardians,— 
for by means of it there dwells in the heart—the hope of them 
that are below—and the Lord of them that are above — 
Sanctify for Him your bodies,—for where He abides, corrup- 
tion comes not near.?46 


Ephrem concurs with Aphrahat that baptism signals a per- 
son’s entrance into the earthly community of the Spirit, a commu- 
nity that foreshadows the peacefulness and equality of the heavenly 
community. By performing glorious and holy deeds, Christians 
emulate the perfection of the angels and effect their progressive 
sanctification. As God’s dwelling-place, the body plays a prominent 
role in this process. It allows for the deepening of interpersonal 
relationships on which the quest for God is based. The body en- 
ables the soul to reach out to fellow beings and to overcome the 
many divisions that keep humans apart. Given this teaching, it is 
little surprising that the one well-attested episode of Ephrem’s last 
years concerns his efforts to distribute food to the poor during a 
famine.” 


While Ephrem does not greatly expound on the notion of the 
heart as the new Christian temple and as a place of liturgical cele- 
bration, the above discussion has hopefully indicated some of the 


245 Ephrem, Paradise 8.3, in Brock (1990), p. 132. 
246 Ephrem, Epiphany 8.19, in Schaff (1956), p. 278. 
247 Brock (1992), p. 17. 
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ways in which his mystical doctrine contributed to the shaping of 
the prayer of the heart. For Ephrem, as for Aphrahat, the heart 
symbolized a person’s truest self and was the place from which the 
faithful offered their pure prayer. Like Aphrahat, Ephrem was 
greatly indebted to the biblical concept of the heart as the doorway 
to heaven, but for him more so than for Aphrahat, the journey into 
the presence of God was inextricably linked to the body. In accor- 
dance with holistic biblical anthropology, he could not conceive of 
the soul’s quest for perfection without the body. Deprived of its 
companion, the soul lacked an all-important means of apprehend- 
ing God. If the perception of Divinity defied rational cognition, it 
did not defy the body’s intuitive faculty. Divine reality could not be 
grasped intellectually. It could, however, be known viscerally. In 
the absence of all other evidence, the somatic perception of Deity 
attested to its inner presence. 

As we have seen, a further reason why Ephrem deemed the 
body essential to Christian life was the understanding that it al- 
lowed the soul to manifest itself to the world. If the body had been 
an instrument of revelation to God, it was also an instrument of 
revelation to the individual soul. By means of its earthly vessel, the 
soul participated in the affairs of the world. It related to neighbors 
and overcame enmity. The body was a true mediator. It made the 
hidden manifest, thereby facilitating communion on all levels of 
human existence. 

To conclude this discussion of Ephrem’s contributions to the 
doctrine of the prayer of the heart, let us make one final observa- 
tion. It is worth noting that Ephrem was not consistent in his use 
of anthropological terminology. In some instances, he emphasized 
the heart as the place where humans come face to face with God, 
while, in other instances, he pointed to the soul.*4* On occasion, he 
also referred to the human faculty illuminated by the glory of Di- 
vinity as the mind or intellective spirit.?4 


248 Edmund Beck, Ephrams des Syrers: Psychologie und Erkenntnislehre, 
CSCO (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1980), p. 15. 

249 McGuckin (1999), p. 97. Indications of Ephrem’s teaching on the 
mind as the place of the divine-human encounter can be found, for in- 
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On the one hand, this tendency to be inconsistent in his use 
of terminology reinforces the idea that Ephrem, as an adherent of 
symbolic theology, never took to literalism and definitions.**° He 
preferred a theological vision that was dynamic and, like the experi- 
ence of God itself, ever changing. On the other hand, Ephrem’s 
tendency to draw on anthropological terminology other than that 
of Scripture suggests that the fourth century theologian, while 
deeply indebted to Christianity’s Semitic heritage, was not unaware 
of its Hellenic legacy. Although the Syrian tradition came under the 
influence of Greek thought forms primarily from the fifth century 
onwards, Ephrem was not wholly beyond the reach of this influ- 
ence.25! Like all early Christian theologians, he articulated his as- 
cetical doctrine along a continuum, ranging from distinctly Semitic 
to distinctly Hellenic modes of expression. If his interchangeable 
use of anthropological vocabulary suggests anything, it suggests the 
fluid nature of ancient mystical thought. It indicates that theologi- 
ans rarely committed to an extreme position and that the categori- 
zation of their teaching into distinct schools of thought may, ulti- 
mately, be misleading. 


The next early Christian author who we will be considering is 
Pseudo-Macarius, a prominent fourth century ascetic who is com- 
monly viewed as the foremost representative of the Syrian mystical 
tradition. Yet before we do so and as a means of deepening our 
understanding of the interior liturgical celebration and its inherently 
relational character, it is of interest to cast a glance at a number of 
later Syrian theologians and inquire if they, like Aphrahat, envi- 
sioned inner prayer in terms of a spiritual Eucharistic assembly. If 
we do so and extrapolate their views on interiority and its associa- 
tion with the community of the church, we will be able to lend 
greater weight to the argument that the mystical life, while deeply 


stance, in Ephrem, Faith 20.1, 5, in Brock (1987), pp. 34-35; see also 
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contemplative in nature, is nevertheless embedded within a social 
context. 

We have already seen that commitment to the reconceptuali- 
zation of the temple motif propelled Aphrahat to describe prayer in 
terms of an internal sacrifice which is offered in the pure heart, the 
new Christian temple. We have also seen that the Persian sage rein- 
forced this liturgical interpretation of prayer by proposing that the 
spiritual sacrifice, if acceptable to God, will be consumed by divine 
fire, a motif he linked implicitly to the consecratory role of the 
Holy Spirit. 

Strongly reminiscent of this teaching is the ascetical doctrine 
presented in the Liber Graduum, or Book of Steps, which consists of 
thirty homilies and deals specifically with the more advanced stages 
of Christian life. Like the writings of Aphrahat, it is representative 
of Persian Christianity.2°* It highlights the idea that spiritual pro- 
gress allows Christians to transform their bodies into divine tem- 
ples and their hearts into spiritual altars. In the heart, the heavenly 
church is made manifest. This inner dimension is the locale around 
which the hidden church assembles to offer its sacrifice of thanks- 
giving. The following citation from the seventh Discourse, which 
deals specifically with the hidden and the manifest church, provides 
much insight into the author’s point of view. After an opening ref- 
erence to the hidden prayer of the heart as the continuous ponder- 
ing on the Lord, the author resumes his discussion in the following 
mannet: 


Since we also know that the body is become a hidden temple 
and the heart a hidden altar for ministry in the spirit, we should 
show our eagerness at this visible temple, so that, as we labour 
in these, we may have rest for ever in that church in heaven 
which is free and magnificent, and at that altar which is 
adorned and exalted in the spirit, before which the angels and 
all the saints minister, while Jesus acts as priest and effects 
sanctification before them, above them, and on every side of 
them. . . . [O]nce we have attainted to humility and have 
shown honour to everyone, great and small, the heavenly 
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church and the spiritual altar will be revealed to us, and on the 
altar we shall make a sacrifice of thanksgiving in the prayer of 
our hearts and in the supplication of our bodies, believing all 
the time in this visible altar, and assured in this priesthood 
ministering there.?3 


In the above citation, we can detect many teachings with 
which we are now familiar. The heart is the place from which 
Christians offer their prayers; it is the sacred space where humans 
encounter Deity. Here, the saints and angels minister to God. At 
the spiritual altar—unlike Aphrahat, the author refers to the heart 
specifically as an inner altar—all beings are unified by the sanctify- 
ing grace of the Lord. Christians who are kind, upright, and peace- 
loving transcend human boundaries and become members of the 
heavenly community. 

The author of the Liber Graduum emphasizes the relational 
context of the interior liturgical celebration in various instances. If 
Christians wish to participate in the angelic liturgy, they are encour- 
aged to conduct themselves in a humble and respectful manner. 
They are advised to cultivate interpersonal dialogue by participating 
in the visible church. Christians who assemble around the spiritual 
altar believe in the visible altar. Reminiscent of Aphrahat, the au- 
thor of the Book of Steps does not conceive of inner prayer and the 
quest for God as a solitary endeavor. His frame of reference is the 
manifest church and its Eucharistic assembly. Members of this as- 
sembly join the heavenly church by strengthening all who are sick 
and by comforting those in need.25+ The community of the mani- 
fest church anticipates the unity and justice of the hidden church.?55 


The author of the Liber Graduum does not dwell on the motif 
of fire to highlight further the liturgical nature of inner prayer. 
While he makes use of this image and associates it with the 


253 LG 7.1-2, in Brock (1987), pp. 46-48. 
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Spirit,25° he does not establish an explicit connection between fire 
and the celebration of the interior liturgy. If we wish to trace this 
association, we have to turn our attention to Martyrius, also known 
by his Syriac name Sahdona, a monk who wrote in the first half of 
the seventh century. Martyrius incorporated into his mystical doc- 
trine many teachings found in the writings of earlier Syrian ascetics. 
In accordance with the doctrine of his predecessors, the seventh 
century monk established the need for purity of heart and the im- 
portance of leading a life of charity. Martyrius viewed the heart as 
an interior altar from which the faithful offer their pure sacrifice of 
prayer.257 He further suggested that pure prayer, if acceptable, is 
consumed by God’s devouring fire, a teaching that, as we have 
seen, evokes the descent of the Spirit at the epiclesis and deepens 
the Eucharistic reading of inner prayer.258 Martyrius establishes a 
direct link between these elements in the following passage which 
touches on many prominent themes of his ascetical doctrine: 


So, if the commencement of our prayer is wakeful and atten- 
tive, and we wet our cheeks with tears stemming from the 
emotion of our heart, then our prayer will be made perfect, in 
accordance with God’s wish, being without blemish, it will be 
accepted in his presence, and the Lord will be pleased with us 
and have delight in our offering. As he perceives the pleasing 
scent of our heart’s pure fragrance, He will send the fire of the 
Spirit to consume our sacrifices... . our hearts will be given 
spiritual joy, along with hidden mysteries which I am unable to 
disclose in words to the simple. In this way we make our bod- 
ies a living holy and acceptable sacrifice, one that pleases God 
in our rational service.?*? 


Martyrius’ emphasis in this citation on the need for a pure, at- 
tentive heart from which to offer silent prayer and on the inherent 
connection of fire and the Holy Spirit as it descends onto the inte- 
rior offering establishes his commitment to the interiorization of 
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258 Brock (1987), pp. 199-200. 

259 Martyrius, BP 8.20, in Brock (1987), pp. 210-211. 
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the biblical temple motif. His interest in this motif is suggested fur- 
ther by the reference to hidden mysteries which ate revealed in the 
heart and which Martyrius is unable to disclose. In a later passage, 
we learn that the author, like Aphrahat, is referring specifically to 
the angelic liturgy in which the faithful are permitted to participate: 


In the boundlessness of his Being he is everything, for he is 
not far away from each one of us, for in him we live and move 
and have our being; and while he is in us and in everything, he 
exists in the majestic glory of his divinity and in his utter exalt- 
edness. His creation is full of the splendour of his glory: the 
seraphs of fire stand there to honour him, the ranks of the 
many-eyed cherubim escort His majesty Being, the bands of 
spiritual powers dash around ministering to him, the throngs 
of angels fly hither and thither with their wings, and all the or- 
ders of spiritual beings serve his Being in awe, crying ‘Holy’ in 
trembling and love, as they cover their faces with their wings at 
the splendour of his great and fearful radiance, ceaselessly cry- 
ing out to one another the threefold sanctification of his ex- 
alted glory, saying ‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord Almighty, with 
whose glories both heaven and earth are full.? 


The above description bears great resemblance to Aphrahat’s 
account cited earlier in this chapter. Like his predecessor, Martyrius 
envisions the heart as a sacred space where members of the earthly 
church are granted access to the joys of the heavenly church. Here, 
temporal barriers cease to exist. Close relations with God and the 
angels become a distinct possibility. 

For Martyrius, as for Aphrahat, the interior liturgical celebra- 
tion is inherently relational. On the one hand, it allows for the 
deepening of divine-human relations. But it also fosters human-to- 
human contact, as Christians cannot hope to regain a measure of 
Adam’s original angelic state unless they overcome self-interest, 
separation, and discord.?6! By insisting that the quest for perfection 
is a communal venture which takes as its model the eschatological 
messianic assembly, Martyrius upholds the idea so prevalent in the 
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Syrian Christian tradition, that the community of the church fore- 
shadows the heavenly community. In this respect, Martyrius’ doc- 
trine of inner prayer is as invested in the relational dimension of 
the mystical life as earlier teachings were. While prayer of the heart 
allows for very intimate, personal relations with God, the deepen- 
ing of these relations hinges on the Christian’s ability to look out- 
ward, toward fellow beings, and to foster peaceful, caring relations. 


It is now of interest to turn our attention to the late seventh 
century and to the work of Isaac of Nineveh, an influential mystical 
writer who continued the tradition of referring to the heart as an 
interior altar from which Christians offer their pure prayer. As we 
do so, we will consider further the proposition that a life of inner 
prayer, while deeply contemplative, is nevertheless rooted in the 
social network of the church. We will also give thought to Isaac’s 
views on human embodiment. 

Like earlier ascetics of the Syrian church, Isaac paid close at- 
tention to biblical anthropological teaching and made ample use of 
its heart language. However, having been exposed to the writings 
of the Greek fathers which, by the seventh century, had been trans- 
lated into Syriac, he simultaneously drew on Christianity’s Hellenic 
heritage, in particular on the Evagrian idea of the ascent of the nous 
into imageless prayer, to articulate his mystical teaching. Hence, he 
formulated a doctrine that combines Greek concepts with the bib- 
lically rooted Syrian doctrine of the pure heart.?° 

Isaac presents two prominent aspects of his teachings, i.e. the 
notion that only pure prayer is acceptable to God and the concept 
of the heart as the Lord’s altar, in the following passage: 


Prayer’s purity or lack of purity consists in the following. If, at 
the times when the mind invites one of these stirrings we have 
specified to offer a sacrifice, it mingles in this sacrifice some 
alien thought or distraction, then it is called impure, seeing that 
it has placed on the Lord’s altar—that is, the heart, the spiritual 
pillar—one of the animals that is not permitted. 
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The idea of the heart as an interior altar, which, in itself, sug- 
gests a liturgical reading of inner prayer, is reinforced in a subse- 
quent passage in which Isaac relates prayer explicitly to the Eucha- 
rist and to the descent of the Spirit onto the elements: 


But it is particularly at the time of prayer that the gaze is fixed 
upon God, and the entire momentum of its movement is 
stretched out toward him, as it offers to him supplications 
from the heart with an impelling and fervent intensity. For this 
reason it is appropriate that divine grace should spring up just 
at the moment when a single thought occupies the soul. For 
we can see the same thing with the gift of the Spirit upon the 
visible Offering we make. When everyone is standing in prayer 
in readiness, making earnest supplication, with the intellect 
concentrated on God, it is then that the Spirit descends upon 
the Bread and Wine that are laid upon the altar.?64 


Once again, we are in the presence of an early Christian who 
pays close attention to the reinterpretation of the temple motif. 
Taking the public celebration of the Eucharist as his frame of ref- 
erence, Isaac interiorizes this event and situates it in the human 
heart. Like the Eucharist, genuine inner prayer allows the faithful to 
become members of the heavenly church and to touch upon eter- 
nal life in the here and now. Isaac deepens his spiritual interpreta- 
tion of the temple motif in a subsequent passage in which he pro- 
vides his audience not only with a description of the Old Testa- 
ment temple but proceeds to liken the saint’s entry into the heart at 
the time of prayer to the entrance of the high priest into the inner 


264 Isaac of Nineveh, Disc 22 (part ID, in Brock (1987), p. 261. Isaac’s 
reference in the above words to the intellect’s rather than the heart’s con- 
centration on God need not perplex us, if we bear in mind that he points 
to the mind as one of the heart’s inner senses. See, for instance, Isaac’s 
Hom 3 in which he suggests that “purity of mind is one thing and purity of 
heart is another, just as a limb differs from the whole body;” in Isaac of 
Nineveh: Ascetical Homilies, trans. Fr. Mamas (David Miller) of the Holy 
Transfiguration Monastery (Boston, MA: Holy Transfiguration Monas- 
tery, 1984), p. 21. For a discussion of the feature see McGuckin (1999), p. 
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sanctuary.26> High priest and practitioner of inner prayer alike are 
permitted to witness divine, ineffable mysteries. On both occa- 
sions, humans gain direct access to God. 

While Isaac does not associate fire directly with the Eucharis- 
tic celebration around the altar of the heart, the motif is not absent 
from his writings. Two instances in which he employs the image 
are of particular interest within the present context: 


Many of the early Fathers . . . did not even know the psalms, 
yet their prayer ascended to God like fire, as a result of their 
excellent ways and the humility of mind which they had ac- 
quired.?66 


The love of God is fiery by nature and when it descends in an 
extraordinary degree on to a person it throws that soul into ec- 
stasy. And so, the heart of the person who has experienced this 
love cannot contain it or endure it without unusual changes be- 
ing seen... the face becomes lit up, full of joy; the body be- 
comes heated; fear and shame depart from such a person who 
thus becomes like an ecstatic.” 


The first of the above citations is of interest for noting the 
supetior conduct of the early fathers and the resultant power of 
their prayers. Their hearts and, hence, their prayers are so pure as 
to allow for the fiery ascent of the spiritual offering into the pres- 
ence of God. Given the impact of their sacrifice, we may wonder 
what some of the “excellent ways” which single them out may have 
been. Did they heed the advice of earlier Syrian writers and commit 
to love in action? Did they seek to emulate the equality of the 
heavenly realm by overcoming human strife? Isaac suggests as 
much in the following words: 


265 Isaac of Nineveh, Disc 22 (part I), in Brock (1987), p. 261. 
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Let this be for you a luminous sign that your soul has reached 
limpid?°* purity: when after thoroughly testing yourself, you 
find that you are full of mercy for all humankind, and that your 
heart is afflicted by the intensity of your pity for people, and 
burns like a fire, without making distinctions between peo- 
ple.2° 


Guided by the teaching of his predecessors, Isaac emphasizes 
the importance of caring relations. God accepts the sacrifice of 
pure prayer, because Christians adopt an attitude of mercy and 
love. This attitude reflects the conduct of the angels and allows the 
faithful to approximate their original state of glory. The more they 
purify their hearts, that is, the greater their commitment to the cul- 
tivation of peaceful, charitable relations, the more they become 
awate of God’s all-pervasive presence and of the Heavenly King- 
dom that abides within them: 


Behold, heaven is within you (if you are indeed pure) and 
within it you will see the angels in their light and their Master 
with them, and in them.?” 


If we now turn our attention to the second of the above cita- 
tions, we can establish that the sacrifice of pure prayer changes not 
only relations with fellow humans, the angels, and God, but that it 
also has a lasting impact on the body. As suggested by Isaac’s 
words on the fiery nature of God’s love and on the many physical 
changes it procures in humans, such as the lighting up of the face, 
the pouring in of joy, the generation of heat, and the disappearance 
of fear and shame, divine love manifests itself vividly on a physical 
level. The revelation of God in the heart is a deeply felt experience 





268 The concept of limpidity is closely related to the notion of purity. 
While some authors refer to purity of heart, other writers may employ the 
term shafyita lebba, that is, “limpidity, lucidity, luminosity, clarity, purity, 
transparency, serenity, or sincerity of heart.” Brock points out that no 
single English word does justice to the connotations of the Syriac expres- 
sion; see Brock (1987), p. xxviii. 
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which Isaac describes as an “inevitable sensation.”27! Through 
physical awareness, humans perceive the inner workings of divine 
grace and experience God’s presence in a tangible way. 

Isaac’s emphasis on the importance of the body as an instru- 
ment of divine apprehension calls to mind the teaching of his 
fourth century predecessor Ephrem. Isaac agrees with Ephrem that 
the discernment of God depends on embodiment. Without the 
body, humans are unable to feel the movement of Divinity taking 
possession of the human heart. Both Syrian fathers agree that 
withdrawal into the secret chamber of the heart and the silent con- 
versing with God never call for the spiritualization of human na- 
ture at the expense of embodied existence. 


Having ventured into the seventh century so as to trace and 
explore more fully the degree to which the interiorization of the 
biblical temple motif shaped the Syrian doctrine of inner prayer, we 
are now in a better position to establish the commitment of Orien- 
tal Christians to the idea that the spiritual glorification of God is 
less a matter of shutting out the world but rather, and perhaps 
paradoxically so, of engaging in it more fully. While periods of pro- 
tracted silence and withdrawal into the inner self formed the core 
of the quest for God, many Syrian ascetics regarded active in- 
volvement in the Christian community as no less vital to spiritual 
advancement. Deeds of goodwill were quintessential means of at- 
taining perfection. Social philanthropy and inner prayer were two 
sides of the same coin. 

In our exploration of prominent early Syrian fathers, we have 
also had occasion to witness their regard for the body. For Ephrem 
and Isaac in particular, the body was an important tool of mystical 
ascent. The body allowed Christians to follow the teaching of the 
heavenly Ihidayd and to imitate his many charitable deeds. Embod- 
ied existence enabled them to be available to the world, to establish 
meaningful relationships, and, by doing so, to invite greater inti- 
macy with God. The soul’s loyal companion was also essential in 
revealing the inner, tangible presence of God. Ephrem and Isaac 
agreed that it was through the body and its somatic awareness that 
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the Ineffable could be known despite the limitations of the human 
mind. 


If later Syrian ascetics benefited from the teaching of their 
fourth century predecessors, so can we. Given the body- and 
community-centered approach of this ancient teaching, it may well 
speak to modern seekers who hope to focus on the intuitive wis- 
dom of the body as a means of rediscovering the divine source of 
their being. The holistic approach of the prayer of the heart is ide- 
ally suited to address the concerns and spiritual needs of a genera- 
tion that embraces a worldview, according to which a macrocosmic 
movement of energy connects all created things,?” not least body 
and soul, the individual and the community. These prominent fea- 
tures of early Christian ascetical thought offer guidance to contem- 
porary pilgrims who seek participatory knowledge of God by pay- 
ing close attention to expressions of divine life in themselves, in 
their neighbors, and in the world at large. 

With the above comments in mind, we can now retrace our 
steps and return to the late fourth century where we encounter one 
further theologian who exerted a lasting influence on the ancient 
doctrine of inner prayer. Let us turn to the writings of Pseudo- 
Macarius and examine the degree to which this early Christian 
writer relied on biblical anthropology, its heart language, and its 
temple imagery to provide posterity with a teaching that focuses on 
the immediate apprehension of Divinity in the materially-rooted 
consciousness. As we do so, we will have the opportunity to con- 
sider the liturgical conception of his doctrine of inner prayer. We 
will also be able to examine the ways in which Macarius advanced 
the incarnational spirit of Syrian theology by pointing to the body 
as a means of imitating Christ and of transcending discord by fos- 
tering caring interpersonal relationships. 
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MACARIUS 


The author of the Macarian corpus is a mysterious figure. While 
scholars are fairly certain that he wrote in the latter half of the 
fourth century and that his œuvre includes the traditional Fifty Spiri- 
tual Homilies, a namber of additional homilies, various sayings, and 
several letters—including the Great Letter?” they continue to puzzle 
over his identity. The difficulty of establishing the author of these 
texts has to be seen primarily in the fact that a number of noted 
figures by the name of Macarius wrote in the fourth century. The 
writer of the collection could have been Macarius Magnes (c. 400), 
the bishop of Magnesia who authored a five-volume work called 
the Apocriticus.””* Then again, he could have been the great desert 
father Macarius of Alexandria (c. 295-394), who served the monas- 
tic communities of Kellia. Some scholars have identified the author 
as a Messalian by the name of Symeon of Mesopotamia to whom 
various Macarian manuscripts attribute authorship.” ” However, the 
most likely explanation is that the set of texts was relocated under 
the name of Macarius of Egypt (c. 300-390), the renowned founder 
and spiritual director of the monastic colonies in the desert of 
Scetis, a relocation that contemporary ascetics must have deemed 
necessary if the practical teachings presented in these texts were to 
be protected from growing criticism of their presumably heretical 
nature.” 

This brings us to a further matter of much scholarly debate. 
Just how closely associated was the author of the Macarian corpus 
with the Messalian movement, a heretical sect of Syrian origin con- 
demned by the Council of Ephesus I (431) for certain excesses in 


273 For a detailed discussion of the Macarian manuscripts and their 
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its ascetical doctrine and for the claim that the sacramental ordi- 
nances of the church alone did not suffice to sustain Christian life 
but had to be complemented by experiential prayer?””” Given the 
close relationship between the Asketikon of the Messalians and the 
Macarian writings, some scholars have argued that the author of 
these writings was a Messalian.”” Other researchers believe that he 
was an anti-Messalian who drew on common ascetical ideas of his 
time while moderating excessive tendencies.” Although the latter 
interpretation is more plausible and continues to gain in support, 
evidence regarding the author’s Messalian affiliation remains incon- 
clusive. Matters are further complicated by the fact that the label 
“Messalian” describes not one specific school of thought but cov- 
ers a variety of ancient Syrian ascetical groups which, while sharing 
an emphasis on religious experience, appear to have differed in 
their teaching on the sacraments, on ecclesiastical structures, and 
on hierarchical authority. 

Yet despite these complications, it is now generally acknowl- 
edged that Macarius-Symeon, or Pseudo-Macarius, as the author is 
commonly named, was at home in a Syrian rather than an Egyptian 
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milieu. Based on internal evidence and on the observation that the 
corpus bears the mark of Syrian Christian literature—trecent find- 
ings indicate, for instance, familiarity with certain apocrypha of 
Syrian origin, most notably the Acts and the Gospel of Thomas, 
Pseudo-Macarius is assumed to have been an ascetic who lived in 
northeast Syria.” Further proof of the author’s Oriental Christian 
background is provided by his scriptural writings which call to 
mind, among others, the Dzatessaron, the standard text of the Gos- 
pels used in Syriac-speaking churches down to the fifth century.” 
The extensive use of symbolic language and heart imagery which is 
characteristic of many Macarian homilies and which invites com- 
parison with the writings of Aphrahat and Ephrem further suggests 
Syrian roots. 

Having said this, Macarius” was no stranger to the Hellenic 
Christian tradition. He wrote Greek easily and correctly. Since his 
œuvre reveals familiarity with the workings of an imperial palace, 
the structures of civil administration, as well as the Roman educa- 
tional system and its law, he is assumed to have been a citizen of 
Rome.” It is also notable that aspects of his thought are reminis- 
cent of the Alexandrian theological tradition and suggest a Platonic 
influence, a feature we will address more fully toward the end of 
this section. 


To begin the discussion of Macarius’ contributions to the 
prayer of the heart tradition, it is helpful to take a closer look at his 
anthropological teaching. Like his Syrian predecessors, Macarius 
was deeply committed to biblical anthropology and to the unique 
position it accords to the heart. Time and again, his writings bear 
witness to the idea that the heart is the focal point of human exis- 
tence. For Macarius, as for Aphrahat and Ephrem, the heart’s long- 
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ings, intentions, and perceptions dictate our entire existence; the 
heart defines who we truly are: 


For it says: “Where your heart is, there also is your treasure” 
(Mt 6:21; Lk 12:34). For to whatever thing one’s heart is tied 
and where his desire draws him, that is his God. If the heart 
always desires God, he is Lord of his heart.?85 


Following biblical teaching, Macarius views the heart as the 
locus of self-transcendence. Like an opening in the firmament 
through which sparklings of supernatural light may be glimpsed,?86 
the heart provides an opening through which divine grace pours 
into a person. It is the place where the material and the immaterial, 
the created and the uncreated converge. It is the meeting-ground 
between God and the individual.?87 

If the heart provides access to God, it also brings seekers into 
direct contact with evil. Macarius is insistent on this point. While it 
is by way of the heart that grace pours into humans and permeates 
their entire being, it is also by way of the heart that sin takes hold 
of our inner selves and infiltrates all members of the body.?** For 
Macarius, the heart is simultaneously home to justice and injustice, 
life and death, grace and sin.?® Here, God and Satan co-exist: 


And the heart itself is but a small vessel, yet there also are 
dragons and there are lions; there are poisonous beasts and all 
the treasures of evil. And there are rough and uneven roads; 
there are precipices. But there is also God, also the angels, the 
life and the kingdom, the light and the Apostles, the treasures 
of grace—there are all things.?° 


Macarius presents the heart as an apocalyptic arena where the 
cosmic struggle between good and evil is played out on an interior 
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landscape.”*! If Christians wish to free their deepest selves from the 
many impurities to which the persistent onslaught of demonic 
forces gives rise, they have to take up arms and engage in continu- 
ous spiritual warfare. Like athletes or combatants,” they are called 
upon to be ever-vigilant and to guard the heart against defilement; 
they have to “run the race in the arena of this world with alertness 
and exactitude.” Most importantly, Christians have to pray with- 
out ceasing, loving “the Lord, not only when he enters into the 
place of prayer, but in walking and talking and eating.”294 

Macarius proposes that prayer is the beginning of every good 
endeavor and a major weapon in the battle against evil. It is an in- 
ner offering by means of which worthy Christians beseech God to 
be released from the deceits of the world and to be filled with the 
Holy Spirit.2°° Concentrated interior prayer allows them to open 
themselves to the presence of Divinity and its instruction: 


We ought to pray, not according to any bodily habit nor with a 
habit of loud noise out of a custom of silence or on bended 
knees. But we ought soberly to have an attentive mind,” wait- 
ing expectantly on God until he comes and visits the soul by 
means of all of its openings and its paths and senses. And so 
we should be silent when we ought, and to pray with a ccry.... 
And thus he will enlighten, teaching one how to ask, giving 
pure prayer that is spiritual and worthy of God and bestowing 
the gift of worship “in spirit and in truth” (Jn 4:24).?°7 


In his teaching on inner prayer, Macarius pays close attention 
to the workings of the Spirit in the heart. We pray, because we 
“seek to receive the true, heavenly bread to strengthen our souls, 
and heavenly garments of light and the spiritual shoes of the 
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Spirit.” °Guided by his understanding that the battle against evil 
depends on the interplay of human effort and divine grace, 
Macarius conceives of the Holy Spirit as a heavenly lamp or a shin- 
ing Sun of justice which illuminates the heart of the faithful.” 
While the Holy Spirit is received by all Christians in baptism, it 
shines more brightly in individuals who are progressing along the 
path of virtue.” In them, the Spirit enkindles the light of the God- 
head in much the same way in which it once set on fire the heart of 
Christ, illuminating his humanity." The Holy Spirit pierces the 
individual with a desire for Christ and a longing to enjoy God more 
fully. 

If Macarius presents an ascetical doctrine that pays close at- 
tention to the inner workings of the Holy Spirit, he is equally 
committed to a Christocentric outlook.” For him, the incarnation 
irrevocably altered the human condition. With the Christ event, the 
heart ceased to be the sole domain of evil and was introduced to 
life, light, and the treasures of grace:”” 


Just as the farmer, when he girds himself to cultivate the soil, 
must take the tools and clothing for cultivation, so Christ the 
King, the heavenly and true cultivator, when he came to hu- 
manity made barren by evil, put on the body and carried the 
cross as his tool and worked the barren soul and removed 
from it the thorns and thistles of evil spirits and pulled up the 
weeds of sin and burned up with fire every weed of its sins. 
And in this way he cultivated it with the wood of the cross and 
planted in it the most beautiful paradise of the Spirit, bearing 
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According to Macarius, the incarnation is the supreme act of 
grace. It is the highpoint of human history through which Divinity 
revealed itself and redeemed humankind in the person of Jesus 
Christ.” By becoming enfleshed, Christ paved the way for our 
sanctification and participation in divine nature. He “came and suf- 
fered the ignominy of the cross and endured death . . . so that he 
might beget from himself and his very own nature children of the 
Spirit.” Macarius conceives of our deification primarily in terms 
of light: 


That the souls of the just become heavenly light, the Lord 
himself has told his Apostles: “You are the light of the world” 
Mt 5:14. For he himself, who first transformed them into 
light, has ordered and commanded them to be light to the 

world.*”® 

The idea that the worthy undergo a light-filled transformation 
and reflect the glory of Divinity is at the center of Macarius’ asceti- 
cal teaching and exerted a lasting influence on subsequent theologi- 
ans, including Maximus the Confessor, Symeon the New Theolo- 
gian, and the fourteenth-century hesychasts.*”” We will consider his 
theology of divine light more closely in due course. However, be- 
fore we do so, let us note some concluding remarks on his anthro- 
pological teaching. 

As suggested above, Macarius’ work is indebted, first and 
foremost, to the biblically rooted Syrian doctrine of the pure heart 
which views the latter as the symbol of our personal unity. Given 
this holistic outlook, there is little room in Macarius’ doctrine for 
dichotomous thinking. Heart and mind are not antithetical. On the 
contrary, the theologian proposes that humans think with the heart: 
“For there, in the heart, the mind abides as well as all the thoughts 
of the soul and all its hopes. This is how grace penetrates through- 
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out all parts of the body.”*"’ The heart governs the entire organism, 


because it bears within itself the nous, the mind, its constant source 
of guidance and a captain who “tests the thoughts that accuse and 
defend.”*'' The following passage elucidates Macarius’ understand- 
ing of the mind. In it, he portrays the nous as the eye of the heart?” 


There is the example of the eye, little in comparison to all the 
members of the body and the pupil itself is small, yet it is a 
great vessel. For it sees in one flash the sky, stars, sun, moon, 
cities, and other creatures. Likewise, these things are seen in 
one flash, they are formed and imaged in the small pupil of the 
eye. So it is with the mind toward the heart.” 


Although Macarius carefully defines the terms intellect and 
heart and has a clear sense of their relationship, he distinguishes 
between them only occasionally and, more often, uses the two 
terms interchangeably. In some instances, he may also employ the 
word psyche, soul, to designate the deepest aspect of human exis- 
tence, using it as yet another equivalent of kardia. 

Like his explication of nous and kardia, Macarius’ definition of 
psyche is carefully thought through, even if he does not apply the 
concept in a consistent manner. Macarius conceives of the soul in 
terms of its four ruling faculties, the will, the conscience, the intel- 
lect, and the capacity to love. These faculties, he suggests, direct the 
soul; in them, God resides.” The compatibility of nous, kardia, and 
psyche is illustrated in the following words: 
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He [the prince of evil] shakes the entire human race on the 
face of the earth. He tosses them about to and fro with restless 
thoughts. He entices the hearts (ardias) of people with the 
pleasures of the world. He fills every soul (psychen) with a dark 
ignorance, blindness, and forgetfulness. Only those escape him 
who have been reborn from above and have been transported 
in mind (zou) and heart to another world, as it was said: “Our 
citizenship is in Heaven” (Phil 3:20) 


All three human faculties, then, suggest people’s inherent link 
with the supernatural realm and their potential to enter into close 
communion with God. No doubt, Macarius pays special attention 
to the biblical notion of the heart. Nevertheless, the fact that he 
draws on a variety of expressions to designate a person’s innermost 
self cautions us not to focus too much on the presumably “affec- 
tive” nature of his teaching and, by doing so, to ignore his interest 
in all dimensions of human existence, including the intellectual. 
The interchangeable use of the various terms cautions us to be 
wary of claims proposing that the Evagrian zous and the Macarian 
kardia represent incompatible categories which give rise to two dis- 
tinct schools of early Christian mystical thought.™® At this point, it 
is worth reiterating that the division between the “affective” and 
the “intellective” tradition is an invention of twentieth century 
scholars; it is not a categorization with which early Christians were 
familiar. 


In the hope of better understanding how Macarius helped to 
shape the doctrine of the prayer of the heart, we will now consider 
the degree to which he interiorized the biblical temple motif and 
linked this feature to his theology of divine light. Let us begin this 
discussion by restating that Macarius follows earlier Syrian writers 
in placing great emphasis on purity of heart. He is ever-concerned 
to impress upon his audience the need to heed God’s laws inte- 
riorly and cites Paul’s admonition to “wash your heart from any 
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trace of a bad conscience (Heb 10:22)”*"” to state his case. Macarius 
is adamant that a person’s observance of the law has to go deeper 
than that of the Pharisees and the Scribes, who, blinded in their 
understanding, thought it sufficient to wash only the exterior part 
of the vessel. "? If Christians wish to attract the Holy Spirit and to 
serve as God’s temple, they have to cleanse the inner vessel of the 
heart.” 

Macarius’ frequent use of the fire motif, especially to symbol- 
ize the Holy Spirit, likewise invites comparison with earlier Syrian 
writings. Bearing in mind our previous discussion of this motif, we 
may wonder if Macarius employs fire imagery to situate prayer 
within a liturgical context. Is he concerned with presenting the 
heart as an interior altar onto which the Spirit descends at the epi- 
clesis to consume the pure sacrifice? Is he as committed as Aphra- 
hat to the spiritualization of the biblical temple motif? 

As we study Macarius’ œuvre, we soon come to realize how 
great of an emphasis the author places on the interpretation of the 
heart as an inner space of splendor and sacredness. It is the palace 
(palation) of Christ which, if repaired and rebuilt, provides rest to 
the King together with his angels and spirits.” The pure heart is 
like a holy city (pois), ever at peace and filled with heavenly 
riches.” It is an inner temple (naos), a church (ekklesia), a throne 
(thronos), an altar (shysiasterion), and a tabernacle (skend. All of 
these descriptions are rich in liturgical connotation and strongly 
suggest Macarius’ intention to reconceptualize the image of the 
temple. For him, as for Aphrahat, the heart is the site of the inner, 
liturgical celebration where Christians glorify God and come face 
to face with Divinity. Macarius is emphatic that the glory of God, 
which appeared to Israel on Sinai (Ex 19, 24, 33-34), came to dwell 
in a special way in the sanctuary of the Jerusalem Temple (1 Kings 
8), and, in Christ, came veiled in flesh, now manifests itself in the 
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hearts of worthy Christians. Through the gift of grace, Christ’s fol- 
lowers become places of theophany:*”” 


Moses, having been clothed in the flesh, was unable to enter 
into the heart and take away the sordid garments of darkness. 
But only spirit from Spirit and fire from Fire dissolves the 
power of evil darkness. Circumcision, in the shadow of the 
Law, shows the coming of the true citcumcision of the heart. 
The baptism of the Law is a shadow of the true things to 
come. For that baptism washed the body, but here a baptism 
of Fire and Spirit purifies and washes clean the polluted mind. 
There the priest, “covered with infirmity” (Heb 5:2), entered 
into the Holy of Holies to offer sacrifice for himself and the 
people. Here the true High Priest, Christ, once and for all en- 
tered into the tabernacle, not made by hands, and the altar 
above, ready to purify those who beseech him and the con- 
science that has been sullied. For he says, “I will be with you 
even to the consummation of the world” (Mt 28:20). 


The heart is the temple of Christ, which, if cleansed by the 
devouring fire of the Spirit, is fit to serve as the High Priest’s per- 
manent abode. The motif of fire, which is prominent in the above 
citation, features also in the following passage. Again, it serves to 
highlight the sacramental nature of inner prayer: 


Let us, therefore, take this body and make an altar of sacrifice, 
and let us place on it all our desires and let us beg the Lord 
that he would send down from Heaven the invisible and 
mighty fire and consume the altar and everything on it?” 


Macarius’ debt to Old Testament accounts of sacrificial offer- 
ings and their consummation by divine fire is unmistakable. Unmis- 
takable, too, is his wish to interiorize the sacrificial act. The disci- 
ples of Christ is the true altar and the living offering.” Like the 
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high priest who enters the holy of holies, baptized Christians glo- 
tify God and invoke the descent of heavenly fire by presenting 
their pure selves. The Eucharistic context of Macarius’ teaching is 
pervasive: 


Just as the fire which ministered on the altar of Jerusalem in 
the time of the captivity was buried in a hole, and that same 
fire, when peace came and the captives returned to their home- 
land, was, as it were, renewed and again functioned as it did 
before, so too .. . faithful souls receive in an interior way that 
divine and heavenly fire in this present life, and that fire fash- 
ions a heavenly image upon their human nature.” 


If the use of the fire motif is one way in which Macarius 
reconceptualizes the Eucharistic offering, his repeated usage of the 
term metabo, “change,” a term traditionally associated with the 
liturgical assembly and the mysterious transformation of the sacra- 
mental elements, is another means of doing so.’ Macarius applies 
this expression to the transformation of a person’s essential self 
and suggests that just as the elements are changed through the ac- 
tion of the Holy Spirit at the altar of the church, so the “inner 
man” is changed at the altar of the heart: 


The believer should beg God to be transformed in his delib- 
eration by a change of heart, to be transformed (metabole) from 
bitterness into sweetness.” 


Alluding to the feeding of the five thousand, a gospel narra- 
tive with marked Eucharistic undertones, Macarius again employs 
metabole to indicate a link between the change of bread and wine 
and the transformation of the Christian?” 


For he who changed (metabalon) the nature of five loaves into 
the nature of the multitude .. . is able also to change (metabal- 
ein) the soul that was barren and savage from sin to his own 
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goodness and kindness and peace by the holy and good “Spirit 
of promise” (Eph 1:13)?" 


The idea that Macarius likens a petson’s change of heart to the 
consecration of the elements is particularly pronounced in his fifty- 
second Homily, a text in which he fully develops the theme of the 
inner self as a microcosm of the church, the macrocosm. He writes: 


Thus, now as well, the Spirit of God is present with the holy 
Church of God and the holy altar and in all the visible ar- 
rangement. Among the worthy and the faithful It acts with dif- 
ferent gifts, while It remains far away from the unworthy. For 
the living activity of the Holy Spirit is to be sought from God 
in living hearts, because all visible things and all the [present] 
arrangement passes away, but hearts alive in the Spirit will 
abide. ` 


In this passage, the close link between the exterior altar of the 
church and the interior altar of the heart is apparent indeed. Similar 
to the public transformation of the elements, the interior celebra- 
tion of the Eucharist renders the pure in heart worthy of the Lord. 
It releases them from the prison of darkness and allows the divine 
image of the soul, God’s own handiwork, to shine forth. The “liv- 
ing activity of the Holy Spirit” transforms the upright heart into a 
place of radiance and splendor.” The inner recesses of the faithful 
become filled with heavenly light. 


Macarius’ doctrine of divine light is inseparably linked to the 
spititualization of Christian worship. The descent of God’s fire into 
the pure heart allows for the transformation of a person into a 
light-filled temple. Just as the first and second Temples were once 
illuminated by God’s Shekinah, so worthy seekers receive the radi- 
ant presence of Divinity. The heart becomes the locale where the 
numinous immanence of God reveals itself to the world: 
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For the soul that is deemed to be judged worthy to participate 
in the light of the Holy Spirit by becoming his throne and 
habitation, and is covered with the beauty of ineffable glory of 
the Spirit, becomes all light, all face, all eye. There is no part of 
the soul that is not full of the spiritual eyes of light. That is to 
say, there is no part of the soul that is covered with darkness 
but is totally covered with spiritual eyes of light. For the soul 
has no imperfect part but is in every part on all sides facing 
forward and covered with the beauty of the ineffable glory of 
the light of Christ, who mounts and rides upon the soul,” 


Throughout his work, Macarius reiterates the idea that silent 
prayer offered from the inner altar introduces worthy Christians to 
divine life. To convey the light-exuding nature of this transforma- 
tive process, he draws on Paul’s words to the Corinthians (2 Cor 
3:18) and the idea that the interior self of the worthy is transformed 
into God’s image from glory to glory.” Christ, the good Portrait 
Painter, will reward his devout followers by painting “according to 
his own image a heavenly man. Out of his Spirit, out of the sub- 
stance of the light itself, ineffable light, he paints a heavenly image 
and presents to it its noble and good Spouse.” Purified Chris- 
tians are able to behold the glory of Divinity by beholding the im- 
age painted by the Lord in the heart. 

Macarius deepens the discussion of his doctrine of divine light 
in an exposition of God’s light-filled revelation to Moses on Mount 
Sinai, an event which, as indicated above, foreshadows the illumi- 
nation of the worthy heart.’ Reminiscent of the Shekinah, the 
glory of the Lord, who settled on top of Mount Sinai and mani- 
fested itself like a devouring fire in the sight of the Israelites (Ex 
24:15-17), divine fire sets ablaze the individual heart. The luminous 
transformation of human nature is epitomized by the Lord’s trans- 
figuration on Mount Tabor. Like the body of the Son, 
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the bodies of the saints are glorified and shine like lightning. 
Just as the interior glory of Christ covered his body and shone 
completely, in the same way also in the saints the interior 
power of Christ in them in that day will be poured out exteri- 
orly upon their bodies. For even now at this time they are in 
their minds participators of his substance and nature.» 


Macarius’ emphasis on the luminous encounter with God 
shaped the doctrine of the prayer of the heart to a decisive degree 
and was embraced by many later theologians. The Macarian theol- 
ogy of light proved particularly influential over the thought of the 
eleventh-century Byzantine monk Symeon the New Theologian 
who, many centuries later, wrote: 


Then as I was meditating, Master, on these things, 
suddenly You appeared from above, much greater than the sun 
and You shone brilliantly from the heavens down into my 


339 
heart. 


The above inquiry into Macarius’ views on prayer as an interi- 
otized act of worship begs the question if he, like Aphrahat, em- 
phasized the communal nature of the contemplative life. Aphrahat 
suggested that compassionate behavior was essential to such a life. 
It was prayer itself. Ephrem, too, considered it his Christian calling 
to imitate Christ’s many acts of love and to alleviate the suffering 
of fellow beings. Does Macarius follow their lead and establish a 
close link between the practice of inner prayer and participation in 
the “fellowship of the mystery”? Does he suggest that the celebra- 
tion of the interior liturgy unites the faithful in much the same way 
in which they are united during public worship? Is the transforma- 
tion of the heart into God’s throne dependent on social philan- 
thropy? We will inquire into these questions in the upcoming 
pages. Once we have given thought to this aspect of Macarius’ 
teaching, it will be of interest to consider his notion of embodi- 
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ment, a teaching well worth exploring, especially if we recall the 
above cited words on the Lord’s transfiguration and on the body’s 
full participation in the luminous encounter with God. 

In the attempt to clarify Macarius’ views on the relational di- 
mension of Christian existence, it is notable that the theologian, 
despite his emphasis on the internal glorification of God, does not 
call into question the importance of public worship.4#° Like Aphra- 
hat and Ephrem, he subscribes to an ascetical doctrine that is 
rooted in the church. To be sure, Macarius is concerned, first and 
foremost, with the religious life of the individual and with an inner 
transformation that owes much to the diligent adherence to silent 
prayer. He rarely comments on the church, and expositions on the 
Eucharist are infrequent.’ But when Macarius does speak of the 
latter, he discusses it in fully traditional terms and leaves his audi- 
ence in no doubt as to the importance of the sacrament.* Indi- 
viduals who eat of Christ’s body are made worthy to become par- 
takers of the Holy Spirit. Those who drink of the Savior’s blood are 
sanctified.>4 

According to Macarius, commitment to the church goes hand 
in hand with commitment to communal involvement. The theolo- 
gian warns fellow ascetics who have devoted themselves to a life of 
inner prayer on a full-time basis not to become so absorbed in the 
mystical joys of the interior life as to neglect charitable service. 
Even Christians who practice the silent contemplation of God are 
called upon to remain active members of the community, instruct- 
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ing and caring for fellow monastics.*44 Reminiscent of Aphrahat, 
Macarius refuses to see any value in prayer that is offered at the 
expense of a person’s well-being. If praying ascetics neglect or, still 
worse, disdain brethren who provide for their bodily needs, they 
engage in devilish rather than pure prayer.34 Macarius is emphatic. 
Christian life depends on humility, respect, and love. Only by bas- 
ing their lives on these cornerstones and creating a mutually sup- 
portive environment can ascetical practitioners reap the benefits of 
their strivings: 


The brethren should conduct themselves toward one another 
with the greatest love, whether in praying or reading Scripture 
or doing any kind of work so that they may have the founda- 
tion of charity toward others. And thus their various tasks or 
undertakings may find approval with those who pray and those 
who read and those who work, all can conduct themselves to- 
watd each other in sincerity and simplicity to their mutual 
profit.*4 


In his insistence on compassionate, harmonious relations, 
Macarius looks to the angelic realm as his model: 


[Just] as the angels in heaven live together in accord with each 
other in the greatest unanimity, in peace and love, and there is 
no pride or envy there but they communicate in mutual love 
and sincerity, so in the same way the brethren should be 
among themselves.*47 


For Macarius, charitable conduct is an essential feature of the 
quest for God. By heeding and caring for members of the earthly 
church, ascetics come to participate even in this lifetime in the 
heavenly church. The Eucharistic community prefigures and mani- 
fests the angelic community. It portrays how God’s servants con- 
duct themselves in the Kingdom to come, a place where all strife 
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and fragmentation are transcended. If humans wish to transform 
the heart into a temple and to participate in the heavenly glorifica- 
tion of Divinity, they do well to heed the church and the welfare of 
its members. 


Having examined Macarius’ commitment to the relational di- 
mension of the ascetical life, it is now of interest to consider his 
views on embodiment. Does Macarius adopt a positive stance to- 
ward the body, suggesting that the mystical life bids ascetics to em- 
brace rather than deny their embodied existence? Is he as con- 
cerned as Ephrem to show that intimacy with God depends on 
bodily awareness? 

To answer this set of questions, it is helpful to recall the ear- 
lier exposition of Macarius’ holistic anthropological viewpoint, a 
viewpoint that asserts the fundamental unity of body and soul. 
Likewise, it is helpful to remember the deeply incarnational spirit of 
his doctrine and to reiterate that Macarius considers the enflesh- 
ment of the Son to be the tool par excellence of effecting human re- 
demption. Last but not least, let us bear in mind how close of a link 
the theologian establishes between Christ’s glorification on Mount 
Tabor and the illumination of the bodies of the saints at the resur- 
rection. Surely, the proposition that the body is transfigured along 
with the soul tells us much about his conception of embodiment. 

Taking the last of these teachings as our starting-point, one 
should note that Macarius views the transfiguration as the quintes- 
sential illustration of the notion that the glory of God manifests 
itself in the outward body.” Macarius suggests that, just as Divin- 
ity revealed its radiant presence on Mount Tabor, so heavenly 
splendor will illuminate the resurrected body. On the last day, the 
severance of body and soul, which is experienced at death, will be 
reversed and their unity reestablished. Like the bodies of Adam and 
Eve which were “covered with God’s glory in place of clothing”*” 
before the fall and which shone with light in Paradise, so the bodies 
of the saints will radiate with divine light. Now the saints “possess 
this glory in their souls . . . but it will then cover and clothe their 
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naked bodies. It will sweep them up into Heaven and we will at last 
come to rest, both body and soul, with the Lord forever.” 

The Macarian idea that the body shares in the glory of the 
soul and that it has a distinct place in the Kingdom of Heaven 
raises the question of how we can account for the austerity and 
dualistic tendencies that seem to inform some of the theologian’s 
teachings. What are we to make of Macarius’ suggestion that only 
“the person who really has rejected the world and has taken effort 
to cast from him the weight of this earth and has thrown off the 
vain passions and desires of the flesh, of glory, of authority, and of 
human honors”351! can hope to conquer the forces of darkness? 
How can we reconcile Macarius’ holistic stance with his call for 
strict asceticism? 

Despite the severity of this teaching, it is important to note 
that the Macarian belief in the pervasiveness of evil and in the on- 
going need for ascesis to combat God’s adversaries is not rooted in 
metaphysical dualism. If Macarius focuses on the corruption of the 
heart, he does so primarily with the intention of heightening peo- 
ple’s awareness of their current fallen state.” His objective is not 
to invoke an atmosphere of hopelessness but rather to alert his 
audience to the root of human predicament and to emphasize the 
importance of consciously choosing good over evil. Macarius does 
not propose a separation of the material and immaterial order. For 
him, the physical world is permeated with divine glory: 


You see how the glories of God are unspeakable and incom- 
prehensible, of ineffable light and eternal mysteries and of in- 
numerable good things. For example, in the visible things 
around us, it is impossible for anyone to comprehend the 
number of plants of the earth or of seeds or of various flowers. 
And it is impossible for anyone to measure all the richness of 
the earth. Or in the sea, it is impossible for any man to under- 
stand the living creatures in it or their number or their kinds or 
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their variety or the measure of the sea’s water or the measure 
353 
of its extent. 


Like the material world, which brings us daily into contact 
with the mystery of God’s creation and the light that suffuses it, the 
human body is a divine creation and inherently good.” If it gives 
rise to passions which manifest themselves in untoward actions, it 
is not the body that is to be held responsible for these acts but 
rather evil spirits that have enthroned themselves in the heart by 
means of distorting thoughts.” Once the intellect knows how to 
keep demonic scheming at bay and how to guard the heart, it can 
prevent the ignition of harmful passions. Seekers are then able to 
proceed along the spiritual path and to regain their natural state of 
health.” This process is characterized by the transformation of a 
person’s entire being into God’s throne. Mind and body radiate 
with the glory of Divinity.” 

For Macarius, it is thus not the body that prevents commun- 
ion with God but rather “passions hidden deeply in us [which] are 
not from our nature, but come from an outside source.””® The 
body itself is permeated with grace; it participates in the sanctified 
state of the perfect. By way of the heart, the meeting-point between 
God and the individual, supernatural light penetrates every bodily 
limb. Macarius suggests that the inherent value of embodied exis- 
tence is epitomized by the incarnation. The body served as the in- 
strument through which Christ effected human salvation. Without 
assuming human flesh, he could not have carried the cross as his 
tool and removed from the barren soul the thorns and thistles of 
evil spirits. Christ could not have planted the most beautiful Para- 
dise of the Spirit in the human heart.*”’ The body is simultaneously 
the instrument of salvation and its object. It allows humans to imi- 
tate the life and deeds of the Lord and to work toward their deifica- 
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tion. Once seekers have attained this advanced state of being, their 
bodies know purity, harmony, and ease. 


Macarius’ ascetical theology has much in common with the 
teachings of his Syrian predecessors. Like the doctrines of Aphra- 
hat and Ephrem, it is steeped in biblical anthropology and its holis- 
tic conception of human nature. His positive understanding of ma- 
teriality is pervasive. Pervasive, too, is Macarius’ interest in the in- 
herently relational nature of Christian existence, an interest he 
maintains despite his commitment to the interiorization of the 
temple motif. 

While Macarius’ debt to teachings of the Syrian tradition is 
pronounced, it is notable that he was a theologian who stood at the 
confluence of different currents of early Christian thought.*” 
Macarius was influenced by a variety of teachings and articulated a 
doctrine that reflects the pluralistic nature of the ancient church. 
Although the biblical tradition of the heart dominated his dis- 
course, he was no stranger to mystical teachings of the Alexandrian 
Greek milieu and incorporated elements of these teachings into his 
theology. A brief glance at its intellectual-immaterial elements will 
shed light on this aspect of the Macarian corpus. 

Traces of the Hellenic Christian tradition, which was so in- 
debted to Platonic teaching, can be detected in various instances. 
Macarius indicates his familiarity with this tradition, for instance, by 
employing the categories of type and antitype, outer and inner, 
visible and invisible." The ancient Law, the theologian suggests, is 
a shadow of the New Covenant. The earthly church anticipates the 
heavenly church. The public celebration of the liturgy points to the 
celebration of the interior liturgy. For Macarius, as for Christians of 
ancient Alexandria, the entire visible world is a shadow or type of 
the eternal world. The beauty humans witness below is but a reflec- 
tion of the Beauty they hope to encounter above. It is a shadow of 
the Supremely Beautiful” 


369 Golitzin (2002), p. 135. 

361 Dörries (1978), p. 392, n. 49; Golitzin (1994), p. 160. 

362 See, for instance, Plato, The Symposium, trans. Christopher Gill 
(London: Penguin Books, 1999), pp. 48-50. 
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If, then, you believe these things to be true, as indeed they are, 
look to yourself to see whether your soul has found its guiding 
light and the genuine meat and drink which is the Lord. If you 
have not, seek night and day in order to receive. When you see 
the sun, seek the true sun. For you are blind. When you gaze 
on a light, look into your soul to see whether you have found 
the true and good light. For all the visible things of the senses 


p 363 
are but a shadow of the true realities of the soul.” 


Macarius further indicates his familiarity with Christianity’s 
Greek heritage by drawing on the image of the chariot, a motif that 
not only calls to mind the light-filled vision of Ezekiel (1:4-2:1) but 
also Plato’s reference in the Phaedrus to the chariot of the soul 
which is driven by its pilot, the intellect.”* Macarius presents this 
image within a Christian context and suggests that the soul is the 
chariot which is driven by Christ, the authentic Charioteer who “is 
mounted on the soul and guides it with the reins of the Spirit, di- 
recting it according to his knowledge of the way.” If we recall 
our discussion of Macarius’ conception of the nous as the captain of 
the heart who has the entire vehicle under his control,” we detect 
yet another variation on Plato’s famous theme. 

There is still further evidence to suggest Macarius’ awareness 
of Greek philosophical thought patterns and his willingness to in- 
corporate these into his doctrine.*°7 Macarius was familiar, for in- 
stance, with the Hellenic notion of the intellect’s ascent from mate- 
riality and did not hesitate to employ noetic terminology to de- 
sctibe the mind’s longing to “co-mingle with unoriginate intel- 
lect.”368 Likewise, he was acquainted with the mutually supporting 
chain of virtues and with the concept of the /ogsmoi, two teachings 
we are wont to associate with Evagrius rather than with the author 
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of the Macarian corpus. While heir to the Syrian tradition and 
greatly indebted to a language abounding with liturgical and heart 
imagery, Macarius thus did not exclude Greek Christian elements 
from his theology. At home in a world in which mystical teachings 
were articulated along a continuum, Macarius aligned himself with 
the Semitic spectrum of this continuum, without, however, disre- 
garding pertinent Hellenic doctrines. 


To conclude this discussion of Macarius’ ascetical thought, let 
us propose that his legacy is of a twofold nature. On the one hand, 
Macarius is remembered for the use of biblical heart language and 
for the ability to endow his teaching with a strong sense of God’s 
movement to take possession of the heart.5° His conception of 
one’s innermost self as a liturgical site where the worthy glorify 
God and which, if purified, is transfigured into God’s radiant tem- 
ple situates his theology firmly within a Syrian milieu. Like Aphra- 
hat and Ephrem, Macarius was much committed to the holistic 
conception of human nature and did not divorce the body from 
the process of sanctification. Like his predecessors, he also sug- 
gested that the sanctified state was attained by imitating the egali- 
tarian and loving existence of the angelic realm. Macarius believed 
that contact with God depended on participation in the fellowship 
of the visible church. It was the means of manifesting the eschato- 
logical community in one’s lifetime. Encountering Divinity within 
the deep recesses of the heart was intimately linked to human relat- 
edness. 

A further, though less prominent, aspect of Macarius’ legacy 
may be seen in his ability to articulate an ascetical doctrine open to 
diverse, yet by no means incompatible early Christian teachings. By 
taking a first, small step in combining elements of the Syrian and 
the Hellenic Christian mystical currents, Macarius set an example to 
be emulated by later theologians. Unbeknownst to him, he contrib- 
uted to the progressive intermarriage of both legacies and to their 
final joining during the Byzantine hesychast era. 

We will have more to say on the synthesis of the two early 
Christian mystical currents in due course. Yet before we can exam- 
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ine how their synthesis allowed for the crystallization of the prayer 
of the heart, we must explore the Greek Christian background of 
this ancient practice. In order to do so, we will now turn our atten- 
tion to ancient Alexandria and to the writings of Origen, one of the 
most prominent theologians of the early church and a chief engi- 
neer of its mystical heritage. 


3 ‘THE PRAYER OF THE HEART: 
ITS GREEK CHRISTIAN BACKGROUND 


ORIGEN OF ALEXANDRIA 


In an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of the prayer of the 
heart, it is essential to consider the doctrine of Origen of Alexan- 
dria (c. 186-255), a theologian of the ancient church who is rightly 
considered to be the father of Christian mystical thought and 
whose teachings on anthropology, the ascetical struggle, divine 
contemplation, and the soul’s deifying union with God influenced 
many subsequent theologians, most notably the Cappadocians, 
Evagrius of Pontus, Dionysius the Areopagite, and Maximus the 
Confessor. Given the extent of Origen’s legacy and his lasting con- 
tributions to the ancient practice of inner prayer, it is well worth 
our time to consider prominent features of his ascetical teaching in 
greater detail. 


Origen of Alexandria was the most notable biblical scholar, 
dogmatic theologian, and mystical writer of the early church, and, 
despite his posthumous condemnation by the Fifth Ecumenical 
Council in 553 and the ensuing attempt to destroy the Origenian 
body of work, his influence on Christian teaching has been im- 
mense. Many valuable scholarly works have focused on Origen the 
biblicist as well as Origen the philosopher-theologian much influ- 
enced by Middle Platonic thought, and it is indeed impossible to 
understand Origen’s doctrine without paying close attention to 
these aspects of his legacy. At the same time, it is important to 





370 For studies on Origen the biblicist, see, for instance, Hans Bieten- 
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note that the third century theologian was not a mere theoretician 
who limited himself to the intellectual study of Scripture and an- 
cient philosophy. Origen was also an ascetic and priest who strove 
to exemplify the insights he derived from biblical exegesis and 
Greek metaphysics on a daily, practical basis. His teaching, while at 
times highly speculative, was rooted in a life of fasting, abstinence, 
contemplation, and active service,*’! features that endeared him to 
the earliest proponents of the monastic movement and established 
him as an exemplar of ascetic piety.3’2 Especially writings conceived 
in Caesarea, where Origen was ordained and where he delivered 
countless sermons, reveal his forceful pastoral style and his desire 
to impress upon the local congregation the importance of living the 
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Christian life in an experiential manner.>”> The upcoming discus- 
sion will focus on this aspect of Origen’s legacy. Yet before we can 
examine his impact as an ascetical teacher and spiritual guide, we 
do have to give some thought to Origen the Platonic thinker and 
biblicist. 


There can be little doubt that Greek philosophy exerted a de- 
cisive influence over Origen’s thought. Platonic cosmology and 
anthropology shaped his views on the contemplative life,’ and 
Origen never affirmed sacramental materiality to quite the degree 
that some of his Alexandrian successors did, most notably Athana- 
sius and Cyril.375 Plato’s doctrine of the soul’s attempt to unite with 
the Transcendent Absolute through divine contemplation made a 
lasting impression on Origen, as did the Platonic understanding 
that the beatifying union resulted from an ascending process of 
purification and illumination. Indeed, even a cursory glance at 
Plato’s famous allegory of the cave, which presents this process in 
terms of the soul’s gradual awakening, detachment from false real- 
ity, and attachment to true reality, allows readers to detect distinct 
Greek echoes in Origen’s own description of the soul’s mystical 
journey.3”° Both thinkers believed that the pre-existent, divine soul 
had to experience a radical reorientation if it was to scale the 
heights of the intelligible realm and be united with its source of 
origin. Plato and Origen agreed that the process of returning to the 
supersensible realm could be accomplished only if the soul exerted 
the greatest possible effort and mustered all of its mental disci- 


373 A fine example of Origen’s pastoral style is featured in his Treatise 
on Prayer, which includes a section devoted to the exegesis of the Lord’s 
Prayer. The exposition seems to have been part of a lecture series in- 
tended for catechumens of the Caesarean church who were preparing 
themselves for baptism; see McGuckin (2004a), “The Life of Origen,” p. 
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pline.3 Constant striving for perfection was essential if the soul 
was to know and participate in its object of contemplation, the Su- 
premely Good and Beautiful. 

But Origen’s relationship to Greek philosophy was complex, 
and if the priest-theologian was well versed in this discipline, he 
was equally fluent in scriptural studies. His knowledge of the Old 
and New Testaments was profound, and the countless homilies, 
commentaries, and scholia on books of the canon of Scripture 
which he bequeathed to posterity reveal the extent of this learned- 
ness. As a trained grammarian, Origen was greatly concerned with 
establishing the correct Greek translation of the Old Testament on 
which to base his interpretations. To this end, he committed to a 
lifelong project, the writing of the Hexapia, a six-column edition of 
the Bible featuring the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, its 
Greek transliteration, and the four standard Greek versions of 
Scripture.38 The Hexap/a is a milestone in biblical research and es- 
tablishes Origen’s lasting devotion to textual criticism and the study 
of the Bible.*”” 

The theologian’s commitment to Christianity’s biblical heri- 
tage colors his mystical doctrine in many respects, and we will 
spend much time exploring this feature in the upcoming pages. To 
set the stage for this exploration, it is helpful to consider more 
closely two specific doctrines, the doctrine of the divine image and 
the doctrine of the soul’s ascent, both of which Origen derived 
from the careful study of Scripture. Once we have examined these 
teachings, we can turn our attention to other Origenian expositions 
on the ascetical life and consider the degree to which these, too, are 
based on biblical lore. 


To articulate his doctrine of the divine image, Origen drew on 
the concept of the nous. As was suggested in the introduction of 
this study, he employed the concept to describe the highest aspect 


377 For a discussion of Plato’s emphasis on the need for effort and 
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of the soul, the mind or intellect. In the zou? pre-fallen state, Ori- 
gen believed it to have been at home in the spiritual, non-material 
realm, capable of perceiving and understanding God perfectly. 
While the zous lost this ability when it fell away from the contem- 
plation of Divinity through carelessness, it nevertheless retained its 
kinship with the immaterial realm. It never ceases to possess within 
itself the means of restoration, provided it is “recalled into the im- 
age and likeness of God.’’3*° 

While Origen’s concept of the nous is based on Greek meta- 
physics,38! the theologian effected a synthesis of this concept with 
the scriptural tradition by linking it to the biblical notion of the 
image. According to this Origenian doctrine, the mous is created in 
the image of the Logos, the Word and Image of the invisible 
God.382 The Logos’ image is imprinted on the zous at creation and 
insures that human beings are defined, at the deepest level, by their 
relationship with God. By engaging in the long process of purifying 
the inner image, devout Christians are able to free it from the many 
layers of tarnish accrued from sinfulness and to assimilate progres- 


389 Origen, PArch 4.4.9, in Origen: On First Principles, trans. G. W. But- 
terworth (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1973), p. 327. 
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referred specifically to knowledge and reason, while also describing a di- 
vine principle responsible for arranging the universe. This view was 
shared by Plato, who, in the Timaeus, identifies the nous with the Demi- 
urge, the craftsman of the universe.**! Plato went on to suggest that it also 
designates the rational part of the soul. Aristotle equated the ous that 
thinks itself with the Prime Mover as well as with the intellect. Middle 
Platonism, which provided the backdrop to Origen’s philosophical teach- 
ing, for the most part continued the tradition of employing the term to 
denote the divine principle of the universe and of the individual soul. For 
a discussion of the concept, see Copleston (1993); John Dillon, The Middle 
Platonists, rev. ed. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996). 

382 Origen suggests that only the Logos is the “Image of God” in the 
strict sense. Souls, in turn, are “images of the Image;” see Crouzel (1989), 
p. 93; McGuckin (2004b), v.s. “Image of God,” pp. 178-179. For a de- 
tailed discussion of Origen’s teaching on the “Image of God,” see Henri 
Crouzel, Théologie de l'Image de Dieu chez Origène (Paris: Aubier, 1956). 


130 PRAYER OF THE HEART 


sively to the Logos, their divine model. This refashioning of the 
image allows them to gain in virtue and wisdom. It allows seekers 
to increase intimacy with the divine realm and to attain the deifying 
perfection of God’s likeness at the height of the mystical ascent. If 
we consider Origen’s own words on this teaching, we find that he 
is careful to point to Scripture as his source of inspiration: 


The highest good, towards which all rational nature is pro- 
gressing, and which is also called the end of all things, is de- 
fined by very many even among philosophers in the following 
way, namely, that the highest good is to become as far as pos- 
sible like God.383 But this definition is not so much, I think, a 
discovery of their own, as something taken by them out of the 
divine books. For Moses, before all others, points to it when in 
recording the first creation of man he says, ‘And God said, Let 
us make man in our own image and likeness’ (Gen. 1:26). Then 
he adds afterwards, ‘And God made man; in the image of God 
made he him; male and female made he them, and he blessed 
them’ (Gen. 1:27-28). Now the fact that he said, ‘He made him 
in the image of God’, and was silent about the likeness, points 
to nothing else but this, that man received the honour of 
God’s image in his first creation, whereas the perfection of 
God’s likeness was reserved for him at the consummation. The 
purpose of this was that man should acquire it for himself by 
his own earnest efforts to imitate God, so that while the possi- 
bility of attaining perfection was given to him in the beginning 
through the honour of the ‘image’, he should in the end 
through the accomplishment of these works obtain for himself 
the perfect ‘likeness’.*84 


Origen has much to say on the dynamic progression from im- 
age to likeness which is at the heart of his teaching on the soul’s 
ascent and which encapsulates the process of divinization. Accord- 
ing to the priest-theologian, God’s perfect likeness is attained by 
traversing a path that consists of three stages, the preparatory stage 


383 Butterworth here indicates Origen’s debt to Plato’s Theaetetus 176 
B. 
384 Origen, PArch 3.6.1, in Butterworth (1973), p. 245. 
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of purification (e/bike), the second stage of illumination and growth 
in knowledge (physike), and the final stage of union with God (enop- 
tike). While this division is derived in part from Platonic and Mid- 
dle Platonic teaching,’ and while it is indeed possible to relate the 
three phases of the quest for God to the Greek disciplines of ethics, 
physics, and enoptics, Origen once again references the canon of the 
Old Testament, specifically the three books of Solomon, as a major 
influence on his work: 


Now it seems to me that certain wise men of the Greeks took 
these ideas from Solomon, since it was long before them in age 
and time that he first gave these teachings through the Spirit of 
God. . . . Thus, Solomon, since he wished to distinguish from 
one another and to separate what we have called earlier the 
three general disciplines, that is, moral, natural, and contempla- 
tive, set them forth in three books, each one in its own logical 
order. Thus, he first taught in Proverbs the subject of morals, 
setting regulations for life together, as was fitting, in concise 
and brief maxims. And he included the second subject, which 
is called the natural discipline, in Ecclesiastes, in which he dis- 
cusses many natural things. And by distinguishing them as 
empty and vain from what is useful and necessary, he warns 
that vanity must be abandoned and what is useful and right 
must be pursued. He also handed down the subject of con- 
templation in the book we have in hand, that is, Song of 
Songs, in which he urges upon the soul the love of the heav- 
enly and the divine under the figure of the bride and the bride- 
groom, teaching us that we must attain fellowship with God by 
the paths of loving affection and of love.386 


The above words highlight Origen’s lasting commitment to 
Scripture and its exegesis. They also provide us with a basic outline 


385 Louth points to the Stoic as well as Middle Platonic origins of this 
teaching; see Louth (1981), p. 57; Dillon (1996), p. 272. 
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of his doctrine of the soul’s ascent. Let us take the opportunity to 
look more closely at this highly influential Origenian teaching. 

Taking as his starting-point the idea that human sin has 
shrouded the soul’s image of the Logos in darkness thereby making 
participation in divine life impossible, Origen posits that the jour- 
ney into the presence of God calls for the initial remission of sin in 
baptism and the progressive purification of the inner image.*8” In 
baptism, Christians begin their earnest effort to imitate the Lord by 
correcting flawed behavioral patterns and acquiting virtue. Baptism 
marks the beginning of a journey that allows them to become 
awate of their sinfulness, of the brittleness of transitory things, and 
of the need to turn their backs on worldly distractions. Seekers be- 
gin to clean inner faculties with which it is possible to behold spiri- 
tual truths and learn to distinguish between good and evil. They 
acquire greater self-knowledge and self-control, thus taking a first, 
all-important step toward the gradual restoration of the Logos’ im- 
age.°88 Origen provides a summarizing outline of the first mystical 
stage in the following passage: 


If, then, a man has completed his course in the first subject, as 
taught in Proverbs, by amending his behaviour and keeping the 
commandments, and thereafter, having seen how empty is the 
world and realized the brittleness of transitory things, has 
come to renounce the world and all that is therein, he will fol- 


387 Evidence that for Origen the mystical life begins with baptism can 
be found, for instance, in HomCr1 in which he divides the journey toward 
God into seven songs, the first song describing the soul’s coming out of 
Egypt and its crossing of the Red Sea, i.e. its conversion and baptism; see 
Lawson (1957), p. 266. For a discussion of the passage, see Louth (1981), 
pp. 55-56. 

388 For a detailed presentation of the initial stage of purification, see 
HomNum 27. In it, Origen interprets the 33'4 Chapter of Numbers alle- 
gorically, suggesting that the wandering of the Israelites out of Egypt to 
the Promised Land sheds light on the soul’s departure from the darkness 
of sin toward knowledge of God; see Origen: An Exhortation to Martyrdom, 
On Prayer, First Principles IV, Prologue to the Commentary on the Song of Songs, 
Homily XXVII on Numbers, trans. Rowan A. Greer (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1979), pp. 255-262. A close reading of the first stage and its indi- 
vidual stations is provided by Torjesen (1986), pp. 74-75. 
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low on from that point to contemplate and to desire the things 
that are not seen, and that are eternal (2 Cor. 4:18).38? 


Throughout the first stage of the mystical journey, the Logos 
introduces the soul to a life of moderation, discernment, and virtue. 
In the second stage of the quest, the Logos deepens ties with the 
soul by guiding its charge toward greater knowledge and progres- 
sive illumination. During this stage which can be divided into 
two phases, an earlier phase that is concerned with the acquisition 
of earthly knowledge and the soul’s ability to understand the nature 
of temporal things and a later phase that seeks to develop the soul’s 
comprehension of divine realities and spiritual mysteries, the Logos 
offers instruction on how to detect the inner principles, or /ggo/, of 
created things.*?! Based on the understanding that the material or- 
der is suffused by /ogoz and inherently linked to the invisible realm, 
Origen proposes that the close study of the manifest world and its 
underlying spiritual principles guides the soul toward knowledge of 
the heavenly sphere: 


Paul the apostle teaches us that the invisible things of God are 
understood by means of things that are visible, and that the 
things that are not seen are beheld through their relationship 
and likeness to things seen. He thus shows that this visible 
world teaches us about that which is invisible, and that this 
earthly scene contains certain patterns of things heavenly. Thus 
it is to be possible for us to mount up from things below to 
things above, and to perceive and understand from the things 
we see on earth the things that belong to heaven. On the pat- 
tern of these the Creator gave to His creatures on earth a cer- 
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tain likeness to these, so that thus their great diversity might be 
more easily deduced and understood.3” 


The notion that an “earthly scene contains certain patterns of 
things heavenly,” to which Origen refers in the above words, is an 
important feature of his ascetical doctrine. For him, the only true 
knowledge of temporal things is the knowledge of their inner ra- 
tionality, their /ogoz. Logoi have their origin in the Logos and are the 
means by which all things are formed. The /ogos of a thing is the 
imprint of the Logos imparted at creation. Like the nous, the /ogos 
thus reflects the image of its Creator. Given the inherent affinity 
between the /ogoi and the Logos, knowledge of the former implies 
partial knowledge of the latter.393 

Considering the far-reaching implications of being able to dis- 
cern the rational principles of created things, it is not surprising 
that Origen accords a central place to the acquisition of this par- 
ticular skill. Without knowledge of the world and its underlying 
logoi, the soul cannot gain a deeper understanding of God; it cannot 
progress into the presence of Divinity. We will return to this aspect 
of Origen’s doctrine as we consider the theologian’s views on em- 
bodied existence toward the end of this section. It will serve as a 
welcome reminder that Origen, despite his call for the renunciation 
of worldly vanities, does not negate the inherent value of the mate- 
rial order, including the body. 

Although knowledge of the /ogoi is an all-important step in 
gaining a fuller understanding of the Logos, the discernment of a 
thing’s underlying principle, in turn, calls for greater knowledge of 
the Logos, its source. For this reason, the soul cannot progress be- 
yond the second stage of the mystical journey, unless the Logos 
continuously mediates itself to its charge. The Word of God there- 
fore fulfils its role as divine guide throughout the stage of illumina- 
tion primarily by proclaiming itself. As the single Truth of which all 
natural and supernatural creations are but partial expressions, the 
Logos progressively enlightens the soul by communicating its own 
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being. By doing so, it permits the soul to assimilate to its Creator 
and to reflect heavenly attributes to an ever increasing degree. 

The soul’s direct encounter with God and its culminating di- 
vinization take place during the last stage of the mystical journey, 
the stage of perfection. Through the progressive self-mediation of 
the Logos in the second phase of the quest, the soul has success- 
fully restored its divine inner image. It has ascended from partial to 
full knowledge of the Logos. By participating in the divine life of 
the Logos, the soul now attains knowledge of God. It is able to 
contemplate Divinity directly and to reflect its perfect likeness.39 
After a long struggle and much guidance by the Logos, the soul’s 
earnest efforts to imitate its heavenly model and to restore the in- 
ner image to its original state are rewarded by a transformative un- 
ion with God. 


Throughout his elucidation of the soul’s quest, Origen pays 
close attention to the role of the Logos. From the moment the soul 
embarks on the first stage of the journey until it reaches its goal in 
the third stage, the Logos is ever by its side. As has been indicated, 
during the stage of e/bike, the Logos guides the soul toward a life of 
virtue. Throughout the stage of pAysike, the divine Word instructs 
the soul on the discernment of archetypal reality and illuminates it 
with heavenly knowledge. As the soul advances still further in its 
quest for perfection, the Logos initiates it into spiritual mysteries. 
Through its ongoing self-mediation, the Logos readies the soul for 
communion with God. 

To convey the manifold means by which the divine Logos fa- 
cilitates the soul’s journey to God, Origen makes extensive use of 
the Son’s scriptural titles. For the priest-theologian, these titles, 
ot ¢pinoiai, pay tribute to the intimate tie between the Logos, the 
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Christ, and the soul. They are powerful reminders of the former’s 
salvific involvement in human affairs. According to Origen, Christ 
is the “Way” and the “Door.” He opens the path to oneness with 
God. Those who know the Son, know the Father.39’ Christ is the 
“true Food” who nourishes the human soul.*°® As the souls 
“Bread” and “Vine,” he lends it spiritual strength and intoxicates it 
with heavenly wisdom. In other instances, Origen highlights 
Christ‘s vital role as mediator between the divine and the earthly 
realm by referring to him as the soul’s “Physician,” who prescribes 
bitter medicines to his ailing patient in the hope of introducing it to 
the sweetness of salvation.5 

Origen’s emphasis on the Logos’ scriptural titles is an impor- 
tant means by which he establishes the bond between the soul and 
its heavenly guide. As noted by Bertrand in his work Mystique de 
Jésus chez Origéne and Hausherr in The Name of Jesus, it is a feature 
through which Origen endows his writings with a deeply felt, em- 
bodied Jesus mysticism.4°° Revolving as it does around the person 
of the Redeemer and his revelation in the hearts of Christians, this 
Origenian teaching heralds the very personal, intuitive experience 
of God. 

A text that reveals the extent of Origen’s Jesus mysticism is 
his Commentary on the Song of Songs, a work that has been an inspira- 
tion to many Christian writers and that remains a key text of Chris- 
tianity’s mystical tradition to this day. While Origen provides vivid 
imagery to convey the intimacy between the soul and the Logos in 
many of his writings, not least by making use of the above men- 
tioned epinoiai, he takes this feature to altogether new heights in his 
exposition of Solomon’s love song. In it, the priest-theologian pre- 
sents a detailed description of the soul’s final ascent into the pres- 
ence of God and, as he does so, focuses all of his attention on the 
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mystical rather than the theoretical explication of this scriptural 
passage.*0! Let us consider Origen’s exegesis of the biblical love 
song more closely and examine the degree to which it reflects his 
heart-felt devotion to the person of Christ. 

In accordance with his allegorical reading of Scripture, Origen 
discusses the Song of Songs less in terms of a king marrying his 
bride or even of God speaking to Israel but rather in terms of the 
divine Logos addressing his bride. In Jerome’s version of the Ori- 
genian commentary, the bride is predominantly viewed as the 
church, while Rufinus’ version depicts the bride mostly as the soul 
who is initiated into the wedding chamber of her heavenly Bride- 
groom.*? Within the latter context, Origen’s primary concern is to 
describe the deep love the couple harbors for one another. As a 
means of conveying the intensity of feeling, the theologian employs 
the image of the dart and the wound of love:*% 


If there is anyone anywhere who has at some time burned with 
this faithful love of the Word of God; if there is anyone who 
has received the sweet wound of Him who is the chosen dart, 
as the prophet says; if there is anyone who has been pierced 
with the loveworthy spear of His knowledge, so that he yearns 
and longs for Him by day and night, can speak of nought but 
Him, would hear of nought but Him, can think of nothing 
else, and is disposed to no desire nor longing nor yet hope, ex- 
cept for Him alone—if such there be, that soul then says in 
truth: ‘I have been wounded by charity.’40* 


The above words bear tribute to the intimate nature of the re- 
lationship between the soul and the Logos. The love of the former 
for the latter is an intensely felt, visceral love. The Logos is no 
longer the abstract construct of Greek philosophy*” but has been 
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transformed into God’s personalized Son, who is deeply commit- 
ted to the soul’s welfare and who makes his presence felt in a tan- 
gible way. The Logos is the divine lover and companion. He is the 
heavenly Bridegroom who ignites in his bride an all-consuming 
passion. This conception of the Logos can be found throughout 
Origen’s exposition on the Song of Songs. In one instance, he de- 
scribes the growing intimacy between the soul and the Logos 
within the context of prayer: 


While she [the bride] is thus praying to the Father, she is ready 
to add to this very prayer in which she said: “Let Him kiss me 
with the kisses of His mouth,’ some further words of prayer, 
and to say that, even as she began to utter those words, the 
Bridegroom was present and standing by her as she prayed, 
and that He revealed His breasts to her... . And now let us 
enquite what the inner meaning holds. We find the ground 
principle of the heart described in the Divine Scriptures by dif- 
ferent words according to the cases and citcumstances that are 
being discussed. Sometimes it is simply called ‘the heart,’ as, 
for example: Béessed are the clean of heart, and: With the heart we be- 
lieve unto justice. But if the occasion be that of a meal, and the 
appearance and order of those reclining at table are being de- 
scribed, it is called the ‘bosom’ or ‘breast.’40 


The above reference to the heart in general but especially 
within the context of prayer and its association with divine-human 
intimacy is of great interest. It indicates that Origen was well ac- 
quainted with the biblical notion of the heart and all that it entails, 
i.e. the need for purity of heart (the clean of heart are blessed), the 
heart as a person’s moral center (it is with the heart that humans 
believe unto justice), and the heart as the place where divine mys- 
teries are revealed (the Bridegroom reveals his breast, that is, his 
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heart, to the bride).4°” Like the ancient Israelites, Origen conceived 
of this inner faculty as a place of divine indwelling. Once the soul 
has advanced sufficiently along the path of purification and illumi- 
nation, it is able 


to receive ‘the King reclining at His table’ in herself. For this 
King says Himself: I mwi dwell among them, and I will walk among 
them, meaning among those, surely, who offer such roomy 
hearts to the Word of God that he may even be said to walk 
about in them, that is, in the open space of a fuller understand- 
ing and a wider knowledge.408 


The heart is the place where the bride interacts with the 
Bridegroom. Here, she is initiated into heavenly teachings and re- 





407 See also HomC? 1.6: “And in order that the mystery may be more 
clearly expressed, they do not say /eaning upon her Nephew’s arm, as we read 
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103-104. 





140 PRAYER OF THE HEART 


ceives instruction on the importance of charity and love.4? Accord- 
ing to Origen, the quest for divine intimacy is rooted in love. Reca- 
pitulating his doctrine on the three stages of the mystical ascent, he 
writes: 


First, in Proverbs he [Solomon] taught the moral science .... 
Secondly, he covered the science known as natural in Ecclesi- 
astes .... The inspective science likewise he has propounded 
in this little book that we have now in hand—that is, the Song 
of Songs. In this he instils into the soul the love of things di- 
vine and heavenly, using for his purpose the figure of the Bride 
and Bridegroom, and teaches us that communion with God 
must be attained by the paths of charity and love.*!° 


The idea that the mystical journey is propelled by love and 
yearning for God is at the heart of the Commentary on the Song of 
Songs. The soul can hope to ascend into the presence of Divinity 
only if it is driven by a deep longing to experience the heavenly 
realm.*!! Origen’s description of this process in terms of increasing 
intimacy between the bride and the Bridegroom, the soul and the 
Logos, reveals the heart-felt nature of the process. The mystical 
path cannot be reduced to an intellectual pursuit but involves all 
facets of human existence, including the affective. 

The biblical concept of the heart provides Origen with the 
perfect tool to highlight this aspect of his teaching. Since the con- 
cept advances a holistic outlook and unites all aspects of human 
existence, Origen is able to suggest the all-embracing nature of the 
quest for God. He is able to convey the necessity of placing the 
mystical journey at the very center of Christian existence and of 
committing to it with all of one’s being. Unless a person’s search 
for divine union is motivated by deep passion, it cannot bear fruit. 
At no point is Origen less abstract and less theoretical than in his 
discussion of the soul’s growing intimacy with God. At no point 
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does he display his commitment to experiential knowledge of Di- 
vinity and to the Christian message of love with greater force. 


Having begun our exploration of Origen’s mystical teaching 
and its heart-felt tenor by examining salient passages from the 
Commentary on the Song of Song, let us now resume this discussion by 
consulting relevant passages from some of his other writings. 
Hopefully, this will allow us to observe further the degree to which 
the theologian articulated his ascetical doctrine by drawing on the 
biblical notion of the heart and, in doing so, tempered the lingering 
influence that abstract philosophical teaching, especially the con- 
cept of the noetic escape from matter, exerted over this doctrine. 

As a means of determining more fully the degree to which a 
holistic, affective quality more commonly associated with the writ- 
ings of early Christian Syrian ascetics colors Origen’s mystical the- 
ology, we do well to take a second, more careful look at his use of 
the term kardia. How does Origen conceive of this concept, and 
how does it compare to the vous? Do they refer to unrelated human 
faculties, or does Origen view them as compatible? If we turn to 
the theologian’s most systematic work, On First Principles, we soon 
find answers to these questions: 


But if the question is put to us why it was said, ‘Blessed are the 
pure in heart, for they shall see God’, I answer that in my opin- 
ion our argument will be much more firmly established by the 
passage. For what else is ‘to see God in the heart’ but to un- 
derstand and know him with the mind? ... That heart is used 
for mind, that is for the intellectual faculty, you will certainly 
find over and over again in all the scriptures, both the New 
and the Old.#!2 


Once again, we are made aware of the fact that Origen is well 
acquainted with the biblical tradition of the heart. Likewise, we 
come to realize that, for him, the heart is synonymous with the 
mind. The heart is not merely the affective center of human nature 
but also its intellective and spiritual center. It is the interior faculty 
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with which humans are able to meditate on God. We encounter a 
very similar viewpoint in Origen’s apologetic work Against Celsus: 


Furthermore, in our view because God is not corporeal He is 
invisible. But He may be perceived by those who can perceive 
with the heart, that is the mind, though not with an ordinary 
heart, but with a pure heart. It is not right for a heart that has 
been defiled to look upon God; that which can deservedly per- 
ceive Him who is pure must be pure also.*! 


References to a pure, reasoning heart and to the compatibility 
of the terms kardia and nous can be found in many of Origen’s writ- 
ings. In his treatise On Prayer, the theologian reiterates this teaching 
and adds to his list of synonyms the term psyche.414 By doing so, he 
allows us to witness the ease with which he moves from one desig- 
nation to the other. Like the translators of the Septuagint, Origen is 
not opposed to the interchangeable use of the expressions kardia, 
nous, psyche, and hegemonikon.*!> On some occasions, he draws on the 
Platonist term zous to designate our deepest self. In other instances, 
he employs the Stoic term /egemonikon (governing faculty) or the 
biblical term kardia." Regardless of his choice of words, it is im- 
portant to note that, in each instance, the theologian seeks to de- 
sctibe the inner dimension that captures a person’s nature in its 
essence and where humans encounter God in the most intimate of 
ways. 

With these comments in mind, we can thus establish that Ori- 
gen’s frequent reference to the nous does not imply the exclusion of 
heart imagery from his vocabulary. His Commentary of the Song of 
Songs as well as several of his other writings indicate a lasting devo- 
tion to biblical heart language. For him, as for Syriac-speaking as- 
cetics of the fourth century, the heart is the organ of contempla- 
tion. It is home to the divine image which, if purified, allows for 
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direct contact with God.47 As Origen writes in his exposition on 

Solomon’s love song, the heart is the inner wedding chamber 

where the bride is presented with the Bridegroom’s hidden treas- 
418 

ures. 


Origen’s reliance on the scriptural tradition of the heart and 
his reference in the Commentary on the Song of Songs to the heart as the 
Bridegroom’s wedding chamber invites the question of whether he 
draws on the closely related biblical image of the temple. Does 
Origen make use of this particular motif? If so, does he interiorize 
it in much the same way in which Aphrahat does so a century later? 
Is the heart the new spiritual temple from which Christians offer 
their pure sacrifice of prayer? To answer these questions, it is help- 
ful to take a look at a revealing passage from Against Celsus: 


After this Celsus says that we avoid setting up altars and images and 
temples, since, he thinks, it is a sure token of an obscure and secret so- 
ciety. He does not notice that our altars are the mind of each 
righteous man, from which true and intelligible incense with a 
sweet savour is sent up, prayers from a pure conscience. That 
is why it is said by John in the Apocalypse ‘And the incense is 
the prayers of the saints’, and by the Psalmist ‘Let my prayers 
be as incense before thee’.*!? 


In this passage, we have a clear indication of Origen’s use of 
the temple motif, of his concern to interiorize the motif, and of 
its association with pure prayer. The deepest layer of a person’s 
being serves as God’s altar from which the faithful offer their 
sweet-smelling sacrifice. In much the same way in which incense 
ascends from the physical altar, a prayer offered from a pure con- 
science, or a pure heart, rises up from the inner, spiritual altar. Ori- 
gen expounds on this teaching in On Prayer: 
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And He [God] who searches the hearts knows what is the 
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints 
according to the will of God” (Rom. 8:26-27). The Spirit cries 
“Abba, Father” (cf. Gal 4:6) in the hearts of the blessed; and 
He knows by careful attention our sighs in this tabernacle, 
sighs suitable for weighing down those who have fallen or 
transgressed.7! 


Once again, Origen’s interpretation of the heart in terms of a 
divine temple is apparent. The heart is a spiritual tabernacle. It is 
frequented by the Spirit who intercedes on behalf of the blessed. 
The Spirit aids humans in their endeavor to pray: 


Such prayers as were truly spiritual, since the Spirit prays in the 
heart of the saints, were written down, filled with secret and 
marvelous teachings. In 1 Samuel (1:11-13) part of Hannah’s 
prayer is found, for “when she continued praying before the 
Lord,” she spoke “in her heart” (1 Sam. 1:12-13), and the 


whole prayer was not put in writing.4? 


Drawing on the prominent Old Testament account of Han- 
nah’s silent prayer, Origen conveys the impact of prayer that is of- 
fered from the altar of the heart. What better gift, he inquires, “can 
a rational being send up to God than the fragrant word of prayer, 
when it is offered from a conscience untainted with the foul smell 
of sin?”43 Origen is convinced that secret, inner prayer is the quin- 
tessential means of establishing intimacy with God. Prayer pre- 
sented from the spiritual temple in which “the Father, who does 
not shun or abandon such a hidden place, . . . dwells . . . together 
with the presence of His Only Begotten’’#** has the power to intro- 
duce humans to divine life. It allows them to catch a glimpse of the 
Kingdom of Heaven, where Divinity resides on the throne of 
glory. Origen’s commitment to the reconceptualization of the 
biblical temple motif in terms of the human heart is lasting. 


421 Origen, PEuch 2.3, in Greer (1979), p. 84. 
422 Origen, PEuch 2.5, in Greer (1979), p. 86. 
423 Origen, PEuch 2.2, in Greer (1979), p. 83. 
424 Origen, PEuch 20.2, in Greer (1979), p. 121. 
#25 Origen, PEuch 25.3, in Greer (1979), p. 133. 


GREEK CHRISTIAN BACKGROUND 145 


Many of the above features call to mind the teaching of Ori- 
gen’s fourth century Syrian successors, Aphrahat, Ephrem, and 
Macarius. Given our discussion in previous chapters, the Origenian 
ideas of the ascetic as God’s temple and of the heart as a spiritual 
altar from which pure prayer ascends toward heaven strike a famil- 
iar chord indeed. They reveal to us that Origen, like representatives 
of the Syrian mystical current, was eager to align himself with 
Christianity’s Hebraic heritage, to interiorize aspects of this heri- 
tage, and to place them within a Christian context. The pure heart 
is the new Christian temple which harbors the throne of God and 
around which the host of angels assembles to pray, together with 
the Logos, for the repenting sinner.4% The heart is the locale 
where, at the height of the mystical quest, the faithful are illumi- 
nated by divine light: 


For the eyes of the mind are lifted up from their preoccupation 
with earthly things and from their being filled with the impres- 
sion of material things. . .. How would things so great fail to 
profit those eyes that gaze at the glory of the Lord with un- 
veiled face and that are being changed into His likeness from 
glory to glory (cf. 2 Cor. 3:18)?” 


By engaging in the process of purification, illumination, and 
perfection, Christians are able to gaze upon the Shekinah, the glory 
of the Lord, in their hearts. Origen’s emphasis on God’s self- 
revelation in this inner sanctuary constitutes an essential part of his 
mystical doctrine. By proposing that the heart can be transformed 
into a divine dwelling-place, he paves the way for a deeply personal 
encounter with God. For him, no less than for his Syrian succes- 
sors, the inner presence of Divinity is a tender, tangible reality. 


Origen’s wish to interiorize the biblical temple motif begs the 
question of why he placed such emphasis on the spiritual interpre- 
tation of material reality. Why did Origen deem it necessary to 
highlight the inner dimension of Christian worship? 
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We can better understand this aspect of Origen’s mystical 
doctrine if we bear in mind that he articulated his teaching partly in 
opposition to the anthropomorphic conception of Divinity, which, 
in the third century, was a widespread phenomenon. This concep- 
tion of the divine, which was perpetuated largely by Old Testament 
descriptions of God and by common Hellenistic religious practices, 
was vehemently rejected by Origen. According to the priest- 
theologian, God is wholly incorporeal, incomprehensible, and im- 
measurable.48 God is a spiritual power “which when it lightens a 
man causes him either to see clearly the truth of all things or to 
know God himself who is called the truth.’42? Origen proceeds to 
argue that it is equally inaccurate to conceive of human faculties 
indiscriminately in physical terms. The names of the human organs 
of sense, for instance, are readily applied to the soul, 


so that we speak of seeing with the eyes of the heart, that is, of 
drawing some intellectual conclusion by means of the faculty 
of intelligence. . . . In a similar way we speak of it [the soul] as 





using all the other bodily organs, which are transferred from 
their corporeal significance and applied to the faculties of the 
soul; as Solomon says, “You will find a divine sense’.*” 


In this passage, Origen references his doctrine of the five 
spiritual senses, a doctrine that appears to have originated with him 
and that exemplifies his tendency to interiorize material reality.3! 
The theologian proposes that scriptural references to eyes, ears, 
and hands, with which humans perceive Divinity, do not designate 
physical limbs and organs but rather a person’s spiritual senses. 
These senses ate faculties of the heart, or the “interior man.” 42 
Prayer is uniquely suited to exercise the five divine senses. Like no 
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other activity, the silent meditation on God allows for the soul’s 
purification, the heightening of its powers of spiritual perception, 
and the increasing discernment of God’s inner presence. 

Origen’s reconceptualization of the temple motif and of the 
physical senses provides but two examples of his tendency to ren- 
der material reality in spiritual terms. To further explore this aspect 
of his teaching, we will now consider a doctrine that is inseparably 
linked to the interior temple motif: his doctrine of the priesthood. 
As we will see, according to Origen, the authentic priest is the 
Christian who seeks divine intimacy by celebrating the inner liturgy. 
If Origen’s emphasis on the interiorization of the priestly office 
seems to suggest his rejection of the common priesthood and the 
communal life it implies, the upcoming discussion will allow us to 
observe that this is not the case. On the contrary, for Origen, the 
very notion of spiritual priesthood hinges on a person’s involve- 
ment in the affairs of the church. 


Origen expounds his doctrine of spiritual priesthood primarily 
in the Homilies on Leviticus which he wrote eight years after his ordi- 
nation.*? Like so many of his doctrines, this particular teaching 
centers on the Logos and its unique position in the mystical life of 
believers. Priestly ministry cannot be conceived of without under- 
standing the ministry of Christ, the archetypal High Priest. 

Origen commences by suggesting that the priesthood of Old 
Testament priests in the order of Aaron has been superseded by 
the coming of the priesthood of Christ. The material sacrifice of 
animals in the Jerusalem Temple has given way to the only true 
sacrifice of Jesus, which he himself offered for the remission of 
human sin on the cross.**4 This sacrifice, of which Christ is simul- 
taneously offerer and offering, has a deeply regenerating effect on 
human nature: 


Therefore, the one and perfect sacrifice, which all these sacri- 
fices had anticipated in type and figure, is “Christ sacrificed.” 


433 Bor a close discussion of this doctrine, see John McGuckin, “Ori- 
gen’s Doctrine of the Priesthood,” Clergy Review 70, no. 8 (August 1985): 
277-286, no. 9 (September 1985): 318-325. 

434 McGuckin (1985): 277. 
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If anyone should “touch” the flesh of this sacrifice, immedi- 
ately, “he is sanctified.” If he is unclean, if he is in “affliction,” 
he is healed.*#5 


The idea that the sacrifice of the incarnate Logos, the supreme 
mediator between God and humankind, allows for the spiritual 
reorientation of the created order has profound implications for 
the lives of individuals who strive to emulate their divine model. By 
committing to the ascetical life and seeking progressive purifica- 
tion, illumination, and perfection, these individuals are able to exer- 
cise their very own ministry of priesthood and to offer an interior 
sactifice of salvation. Pursuit of the virtuous life allows them to 
share in the priesthood of Christ and to be “made into the image of 
Christ the High Priest who is the archetypal Priest and Victim of 
the same sacrifice.”#6 The priestly work of reorienting themselves 
toward the heavenly sphere and of assimilating to the Logos recon- 
ciles humans to God: 


But each one of us also has in himself his whole burnt offering 
and he himself lights the altar of his whole burnt offering that 
it may always burn... . Blessed is he in whose heart he finds so 
subtle, so fine, and so spiritual an understanding and so com- 
posed with a diverse sweetness of virtues that he sees fit “to fill 
his hands” from it and to offer to God the Father the pleasing 
odor of his understanding.97 


For Origen, the pursuit of the mystical life and the traversal of 
its successive stages is the means par excellence of igniting the fire of 
faith on the altar of the heart. It is the primary means of acquiring 
the priesthood of virtue and wisdom. Origen attributes such impor- 
tance to a heart (or mind, depending on his use of terminology) 
that is illuminated by spiritual understanding as to refer to it not 
only in terms of an inner altar but also as the “priest within us:” 


5 Origen, HomLev 4.8.1, in Origen: Homilies on Leviticus, trans. Gary 
Wayne Barkley, FOTC 83 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1990), pp. 81-82. 

86 McGuckin (1985): 284. 

87 Origen, HomLev 9.9.4-6, in Barkley (1990), pp. 196-198. 
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The priest, and his sons, is in you the mind which is also its 
understanding in you who ate rightly called a priest and “sons 
of a priest,” for they are the only ones who perceive God and 
are capable of the knowledge of God.*#8 


The priesthood of the wise, which epitomizes a person’s as- 
similation to the Logos, is the highest manifestation of priesthood 
Origen envisions.* No priest is as authentic an image of the arche- 
typal Priest as the wise and sainted ascetic. No altar is as pure as the 
heart of the Christian who has restored the divine internal image to 
its original resemblance to God. 


At this point of our discussion, it is important to reiterate that 
Origen’s teaching on the interiorization of the temple motif and on 
the spiritual realization of the gift of priesthood does not diminish 
his commitment to the church. Neither teaching calls for the 
severance of relations with the community of the Spirit. The inte- 
rior altar of the heart and the external altar of the church co-exist. 
Origen’s own ordination to the priesthood supports this proposi- 
tion. It also suggests that the priest-theologian situated his teaching 
within the context of human relatedness and communal outreach. 
Let us consider this feature in greater depth. 

Origen insists that aspiration to the office of the spiritual 
priesthood implies the imitation of the cosmic Reconciler, Christ. 
The reconciliation achieved in Christ through his once-and-for-all 
sacrifice is a constant source of inspiration to Christians, as are his 
many deeds of charity. For Origen, an existence guided by compas- 
sion is at the heart of any endeavor to emulate the Priest of priests. 
The importance of a life guided by love and good works is ever on 
the theologian’s mind: 


No one offers that sacrifice to the Lord unless one who, 
healthy and conscious of his salvation, renders thanks to the 


48 Origen, HomLev 1.5.1, in Barkley (1990), p. 37. 
8° McGuckin (1985): 285. 
#40 Bertrand (1951), pp. 64-66. 
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Lord. Thus, no one who is sick in spirit and feeble in works 
can offer a “salutary sacrifice.” 44 


Therefore, this “lamp” [of the temple lit by the priest] shines 
for each of us inasmuch as it has been lit by the oil of good 
works. But if we do evil and our works are evil, not only are we 
not lit, but we also extinguish that lamp for us and, that which 





Scripture says, is fulfilled in us: “Whoever does evil walks in 
darkness and whoever hates his brother walks in darkness.” 
For he has extinguished the “lamp” of love and therefore 
walks in darkness. . . . “But whoever loves his brother” abides 
in the light of love and can say with confidence, “But I am as 
an olive tree bearing fruit in the house of God.”4 


As indicated by these citations, Origen establishes an inherent 
link between the spiritual priesthood and a Christian life of charity. 
The offering of a pure sacrifice depends on the transcendence of 
enmity and on the cultivation of love in action. Without deep 
commitment to communal outreach, it is impossible to assimilate 
to the High Priest. 

Equally important to the office of the spiritual priesthood is 
the active service of propagating wisdom. When seekers have so 
thoroughly progressed in the moral life and learned the ways of 
God so intimately that they have become virtually “spiritualized,” it 
is essential that they fulfill their duty to the rest of the community 
by serving as teachers and prophets.*#3 Like no other, these indi- 
viduals are qualified to serve as mentors to their contemporaries 
and to foster experiential knowledge of God: 


Whoever is “perfect” is taught by God himself about the rea- 
sons for the festivals and is not accustomed to learn these 
from a human teacher but he learns them from God, if anyone 
can grasp the voice of God. But whoever is not such, but is in- 
ferior, learns from him who has learned from God.*4+ 


441 Origen, HomLev 5.12.2, in Barkley (1990), p. 111. 
42 Origen, HomLev 13.2.4, in Barkley (1990), p. 235. 
443 McGuckin (1985): 284. 
44 Origen, HomLev 13.1.1, in Barkley (1990), p. 232. 
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But let them [great priests and teachers] choose clean souls, 
“virgins in the simplicity of faith which is in Christ;” let them 
commit to them secret mysteries; let them speak to them the 
word of God and the secrets of faith that “Christ may be 
formed” in them through faith. Or, do you not know that 
from this seed of the word of God which is sown Christ is 
born in the heart of the hearers?*45 


The pursuit of the mystical life, that is, the pursuit of the spiri- 
tual priesthood of Christ, is ever associated with participation in the 
life of the church. Such participation may take the form of teacher, 
guide, leader, caretaker, or philanthropist. The earthly church is the 
body of Christ, and members of this body are in unity with each 
other because they are in unity with their Lord.**6 Like the individ- 
ual soul, members of the church are called upon as a community to 
strive for perfection by mirroring their heavenly model. This mis- 
sion implies the cultivation of interpersonal relationships through 
deeds of charity. Charity is the means by which Christians are rec- 
onciled with their neighbor and with God. It is the means by which 
the church, like the soul, becomes worthy of being called the bride 
of Christ. In Origenian thought, the mystical life and the ecclesial 
life are intimately linked. This is an important point to remember, 
for it challenges any proposition that Origen advocates the spiritu- 
alization of the individual at the expense of ecclesial, communal 
existence. 


If Origen’s emphasis on the spiritualization of material exis- 
tence, including Christian worship, does not render void the impor- 
tance of communal existence, neither does it negate the value of 
human embodiment. To be sure, his teaching on the body is am- 
biguous. The body can be a source of temptation and frustration.4” 
It hampers the movement of the soul which entered an embodied 
state only after it had fallen into sin. Unlike the soul, the body does 
not reflect the divine image of the Logos.#8 But Origen neverthe- 


45 Origen, HomLev 12.7.2, in Barkley (1990), p. 230. 

446 McGuckin (2004a), v.s. “Church,” by William G. Rusch, p. 80. 
447 Brown (1988), p. 165. 

448 Ware (1997a), p. 97. 
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less acknowledges that the body is God’s creation and therefore 
inherently good. Evil does not have its root in the soul’s physical 
vessel but rather in demonic thoughts that cloud the mind and give 
rise to sins of the flesh. All sins of the flesh are therefore a profana- 
tion of the body.* Guided by Paul’s admonition to the Corin- 
thians, Origen proposes that bodies in their natural states are 
members of Christ and temples of the Holy Spirit. They are shrines 
that house the soul and the divine image imprinted thereon. 

To better understand Origen’s complex notion of the body, 
let us take another look at the theologian’s anthropological teaching 
and pay special attention to his division of human nature into the 
three aspects, pneuma (spirit), psyche (soul), and soma (body). For 
Origen, the spirit is the divine element in human beings and is 
characterized by its continuity with the Hebrew rwach, which ex- 
presses the action of God. The spirit is a divine gift, the active as- 
pect of grace, and, strictly speaking, not a part of the human per- 
sonality.45° 

The division of the second constituent of human beings, the 
soul, into a higher and a lower aspect has already been noted in 
connection with our discussion of the vous. As was suggested ear- 
lier, the zous, hegemonikon, or kardia forms the higher aspect of the 
soul. Created in the image of God, it allows for participation in its 
model, the Logos, provided it has been adequately purified. The 
nous is the organ of the contemplative life. It bears the spiritual 
senses of sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste. It is also home to 
the human will, which, Origen insists, is free. While the pneuma and 
the nous are two distinct aspects in Origen’s system, they are inti- 
mately connected in that they express the two fundamental aspects 





#49 Crouzel (1989), p. 91. In this instance, Origen is drawing on the 
following Pauline teaching: “Do you not know that your bodies are mem- 
bers of Christ? ... But anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with 
him. Shun fornication! Every sin that a person commits is outside the 
body; but the fornicator sins against the body iself. Or do you not know 
that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have 
from God, and that you are not your own?” (1 Cor 6:15, 17-19). 

450 Crouzel (1989), pp. 88-89. 


GREEK CHRISTIAN BACKGROUND 153 


of grace, the gift of God and the reception of this gift by the indi- 
vidual.45! 

The lower element of the soul was introduced with the fall, 
which marks the beginning of the soul’s ongoing temptation to 
turn away from the spirit and yield to physical desires. This aspect 
of the psyche is the source of human instincts and passions. Origen 
refers to it by various names, such as ¢humos (anger), epithumia (cov- 
etousness), and sarx. While the former two designations are of Pla- 
tonic origin, the latter is coined by Paul. Unlike soma (body), sarx 
(flesh) always has a pejorative sense: 


And now, I think, we must not pass over in silence the ‘human 
temptations’, those which occasionally arise from ‘flesh and 
blood’, or from ‘the wisdom of flesh and blood’, which is said 
to be at enmity with God. ... When therefore it is said that 
‘the flesh warreth against the spirit’, these persons understand 
the passage thus, that the use of the needs or delights of the 
flesh excite a man and draw and entice him away from divine 
and spiritual things.4? 


Because of the touch, so to speak, of what is called the Holy 
Spirit upon their soul they possessed clear mental vision and 
became mote radiant in their soul, and even in body, which no 
longer offered any opposition to the life lived according to vir- 
tue, in that it was mortified according to ‘the mind of the flesh’ 
as we call it.454 


Although subject to the temptations of the flesh, the body is 
not intrinsically evil. Hence, Origen suggests that “it is not true that 
the matter which dwells among mortals is responsible for evils. Each per- 
son’s mind is responsible for the evil which exists in him, and this 
is what evil is.”45+ As suggested above, evil has its source in “the 
wicked suggestions of the opposing spirit,” and, if unchecked by 
the mind, or the heart, finds expression in uncontrollable urges of 


451 Crouzel (1989), p. 89. 

452 Origen, PArch 3.4.1, 4, in Butterworth (1973), p. 230, 235. 
453 Origen, CCels 7.4, in Chadwick (1965), p. 397. 

454 Origen, CCels 4.66, in Chadwick (1965), p. 237. 

45 Origen, HomNum 27.12, in Greer (1979), p. 265. 
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the flesh. Distracting, inflammatory thoughts that afflict the body 
can be overcome, however, if ascetics practice watchfulness, self- 
awareness, and self-control: 


We must bear in mind, however, that nothing else happens to 
us as a result of these good or evil thoughts which are sug- 
gested to our heart but a mere agitation and excitement which 
urges us on to deeds either of good or of evil. It is possible for 
us, when an evil power has begun to urge us on to a deed of 
evil, to cast away the wicked suggestions and to resist the low 
enticements and to do absolutely nothing worthy of blame.456 


Because the soul is the seat of the free will, because humans 
have the power of choice, they are able to resist physical tempta- 
tion. Given great astuteness of inner thought processes and of their 
physical manifestations, a person can learn to recognize untoward 
stirrings and choose to follow the guidance of the spirit. By doing 
so, the soul becomes increasingly spiritual, even in its lower ele- 
ment,“ and the body remains undefiled by sins of the flesh. If, on 
the other hand, the will of the soul succumbs to the influence of 
evil and yields to its enticements, humans experience the corrup- 
tion of the soul as well as the body and invite their own death. Ori- 
gen is emphatic that the will plays a decisive role in determining a 
person’s fate: 


If this is so, it is plain that the will of this soul is something in- 
termediate between the flesh and the spirit, undoubtedly serv- 
ing and obeying one of the two, whichever it has chosen to 
obey. If it gives itself up to the delights of the flesh, it makes 
men fleshly; if, however, it joins itself to the spirit, it causes a 
man to be ‘in the spirit’ and on this account to be called spiri- 
tual. It is this that the apostle seems to indicate when he says, 
‘Ye are not in the flesh, but in the spirit’.°° 


Given the power of the will and its ability to align itself con- 
sciously with the spirit even in the presence of mental and physical 


456 Origen, PArch 3.2.4, in Butterworth (1973), p. 217. 
457 Crouzel (1989), p. 88. 
458 Origen, PArch 3.4.2, in Butterworth (1973), p. 233. 
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distraction, the body does not pose a hindrance to the ascetical life. 
While its materiality no doubt limits the possibilities of the soul, 
Origen sees great justice and mercy in God’s decision to place the 
fallen soul within the temporary confinements of a specific material 
vessel. As Brown succinctly writes: 


For Origen, the fall of each individual spirit into a particular 
body had not been in any way a cataclysm; to be placed in a 
body was to experience a positive act of divine mercy. He dis- 
tanced himself from many of his contemporaries by insisting 
that the body was necessary for the slow healing of the soul. It 
was only by pressing against the limitations imposed by a spe- 
cific material environment that the spirit would learn to re- 
covet its earliest yearning to stretch beyond itself, to open itself 
“ever more fully and more warmly” to the love of God. The 
body posed a challenge that counteracted the numb sin of self- 
satisfaction. .. . The gentle precision of God’s mercy ensured 
that each body was adjusted to the peculiar needs of its soul 
down to the finest details, much as the lines of each person’s 





handwriting remained unmistakably their own.*°? 


Origen proposes that God has foreknowledge of all the dif- 
ferences that arise among souls and, based on these differences, 
endows each soul with a bodily covering suited to its specific cir- 
cumstances and needs. Placed in a body and exposed to the limita- 
tions it imposes, the soul is given the opportunity to become profi- 
cient in the most important of virtues, in humility. Bodily rhythms 
and demands expose the soul to many trials which, if mastered, 
allow for its gradual transformation.*° In this respect, the body 
fulfills an important role in a person’s spiritual existence.*®! It is a 
divine gift that sets the soul on its path toward health. Embodi- 
ment inflicts limitation and suffering and, by doing so, presents the 
soul with constant opportunities to grow, to evolve, and, eventu- 
ally, to attain perfection. 


459 Brown (1988), pp. 164-166. 
400 Brown (1988), p. 237. 
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In the attempt to establish the theologian’s regard for the 
body, one further teaching is notable, the Origenian /ogoz doctrine. 
As indicated earlier, this doctrine validates the essential goodness 
of material existence by proposing that all created things bear 
within themselves the imprint of the Logos, their Creator. Visible 
things are partial expressions of the Logos; they display elements of 
the divine. Visible things point the way toward the heavenly realm 
and allow humans to catch a glimpse of the world to come. 

Origen highlights the inherent goodness of embodied exis- 
tence by applying this principle to the body and by proposing that 
the ethereal body, with which intellects were clothed before the fall, 
that is, before their ardor cooled and they were reduced to souls, 
survives in the earthly body in the form of the /ggos, the rational 
principle.462 Whereas the quality of the body changed at the fall 
from heavenly to earthly, its substance and underlying principle 
remained unaltered. At the resurrection, the body will change once 
again to be transfigured into it former ethereal state. Devoid of 
material nature, the soul’s bodily covering will shine in all its splen- 
dor: 


When the universe has been subjected to Christ and through 
Christ to God, with whom it becomes ‘one spirit’ in view of 
the fact that rational beings are spirits, then also the bodily 
substance itself, being united to the best and purest spirits, will 
be changed, in proportion to the quality or merits of those 
who wear it, into an ethereal condition, according to the apos- 





tle’s saying, ‘and we shall be changed’, and will shine with 
light.463 


Origen proposes that the bodies of “those who are considered 
worthy of the resurrection of the dead become like the bodies of 


402 For Origen’s teaching on the existence of ethereal bodies prior to 
the fall, see, for instance, PArch 2.3.1, in Butterworth (1973), pp. 83-84. In 
this passage, Origen asserts that absolute incorporeality is the privilege of 
the Trinity alone; see also Crouzel (1989), p. 91. 

463 Origen, PArch 2.3.7 in Butterworth (1973), p. 93. 


GREEK CHRISTIAN BACKGROUND 157 


the angels, ethereal, a dazzling light.”4°+ The mortal quality of their 
physical vessel will be changed into one that is divine.465 Like the 
soul, the body will be subsumed in spirit.466 

While Origen’s emphasis on the spiritualization of the body 
may seem to contradict his teaching on its inherent goodness, it is 
helpful to bear in mind that such a spiritualization signals the 
body’s return to its natural, pre-fallen state. In this unmarted state, 
it is once again able to fulfill its true purpose, which is to 


be a temple to the Lord; that the soul, being holy and blessed, 
should act in it as if it were a priest serving before the Holy 
Spirit that dwells in you. In this manner, Adam had a body in 
Paradise; but in Paradise he did not ‘know’ Eve.467 


Having served as mentor of the soul throughout the latter’s 
earthly sojourn, the body has fulfilled its mission and reexperiences 
complete balance, health, and peace. 

Like the /ogor of created things, then, the /ogos of the body 
bears witness to its creation in the image of God and its fundamen- 
tal goodness. It, too, signals the inherent connection between the 
earthly and the heavenly sphere. While the terrestrial body is ever in 
danger of succumbing to physical temptation, it can be freed from 
afflictions of the flesh if the will consciously aligns itself with God. 
This choice presents the first step toward the spiritualization of the 
body, which culminates in its illumination by deifying light at the 
resurrection and lasting knowledge of Deity. 


With these thoughts in mind, we conclude our discussion of 
Origen. Having outlined essential features of his mystical doctrine, 
we are now, hopefully, in a better position to evaluate its impact on 
the tradition of the prayer of the heart. With Origen originated the 
Christian doctrine of the soul’s ascent into the presence of God 





464 Origen, Commentary on Matthew 17.30, cited in Crouzel (1989), p. 
251. 

465 Origen, CCels 3.41, in Chadwick (1965), p. 156. 

406 Mark Julian Edwards, Origen Against Plato (Aldershot: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2002), p. 161. 

467 Origen, Fragments on 1 Corinthians 29, cited in Brown (1988), p. 173. 
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and the division of this ascent into a threefold journey. This teach- 
ing advanced nothing less than the progressive divinization of hu- 
man beings and their participation, at the height of the quest, in the 
life of Divinity. Many subsequent teachers of inner prayer were to 
adopt this doctrine, and, while they expanded on it, they never 
abandoned Origen’s fundamental axioms. The emphasis on the 
purification and illumination of the soul’s divine image through 
careful self-inquiry would remain a cornerstone of later ascetical 
teachings. Like Origen, his followers were to insist on the reality 
and immeasurable value of this inner image, the vital link between 
God and humankind. They, too, believed that no endeavor is as 
conducive to the purification of the image and to the traversal of 
the mystical path as inner prayer. 

With Origen, we also encounter a theologian who, despite his 
debt to the Greek philosophical tradition, was deeply committed to 
Christianity’s biblical heritage and its incarnational spirit. His devo- 
tion to the personalized Logos, to Christ, was fervent. For him, 
knowledge of God was a felt experience which was rooted in the 
ongoing, loving visitation of the soul by the Logos. Through the 
mediating activity of the Logos, seekers were capable of experienc- 
ing the transformation of their hearts into divine dwelling-places 
and to know God in the most intimate of ways. 

Origen’s emphasis on the direct encounter with God in the 
heart and his conceptualization of worship in terms of a spiritual 
act had implications for his understanding of the body as well as 
the church. If the heart was the altar on which Christians offered 
their pure prayer, the body was God’s earthly temple and deserving 
of high regard. Deserving of high regard, too, was the community 
of the church which provided Christians with ever new opportuni- 
ties to engage in works of service. Like Syrian theologians, Origen 
believed that Christians could approach the inner liturgical site only 
after they had been reconciled with fellow beings. For him, the imi- 
tation of the cosmic Reconciler was at the heart of a prayerful exis- 
tence. While Origen knew extended periods of silent contemplation 
to be the very core of such an existence, he proposed that it remain 
embedded in the local community and its philanthropic mission. 
Origen’s commitment to his own ministry bears lasting witness to 
this conviction. 

Perhaps most striking about Origen is his ability to combine 
great intellectual astuteness with a deeply felt and tender Jesus mys- 
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ticism. The priest-theologian articulated a mystical doctrine that 
was intellectually stimulating and emotionally engaging. His famili- 
arity with philosophical concepts enabled him to describe a per- 
son’s inner landscape with care and to show how the successive 
stages of the soul’s journey might best be traversed. His deep devo- 
tion to the person of Christ and to the lived experience of the as- 
cetical life allowed him to guide Christians toward a personal, vis- 
ceral encounter with God. Despite his intellectual prowess and 
learnedness, Origen did not view the discernment of Divinity as a 
matter of theoretical striving, but encouraged members of his audi- 
ence to experience the Christian message tangibly. In this respect, 
his teaching is ever dynamic and alive. 

Origen’s ability to combine philosophical insight with pas- 
sionate devotion to the personalized Logos suggests that elements 
of Greek and Syrian mystical thought can be reconciled with ease. 
Like the Syrian theologians discussed in the previous chapter, Ori- 
gen articulated his doctrine along a continuum. The priest- 
theologian, for his part, was more likely to veer toward the Hellenic 
end of this spectrum and to draw on Greek terminology to present 
his understanding of the soul’s progression into the presence of 
God. This, however, does not imply that he neglected the biblical 
tradition of the heart. As this discussion has attempted to show, 
Origen’s ascetical writings are constant reminders of his commit- 
ment to the visceral experience of God in the impassioned heart. 
Por him, the encounter with Divinity in this inner domain and the 
illumination of the upward striving nous were at all times compati- 


ble. 


The Origenian intermarriage of intellectual and experiential 
components of the mystical life may benefit contemporary Chris- 
tians for a number of reasons. For one, this approach suggests that 
today’s common distinction between doctrinal and mystical theol- 
ogy, between theology and spirituality, is a distinction that was not 
part of Christian teaching in its early stages. Origen viewed these 
disciplines as inseparable aspects of one belief system, a system that 
sought nothing less than to provide humans with the opportunity 
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of attaining the fullness of mystical union.468 To the extent to 
which he insisted that this union be participatory in nature, involv- 
ing the body as well as the community of the church, his ascetical 
teaching is of further interest for presenting contemporary seekers 
with a theology that is integrative in its approach. The implementa- 
tion of Origenian doctrine neither exposes individuals to a gospel 
of dualism nor does it advocate an otherworldliness which they are 
unable to reconcile with the demands of modern day living. In the 
quest for divine intimacy, today’s Christians need not divorce the 
mind from the body or transcend the inherently relational nature of 
human existence. Given Origen’s premise that the process of puri- 
fication, illumination, and perfection depends on a life of embodi- 
ment and relationality, seekers can engage in the mystical life even 
while involved in affairs of the world. If they conduct daily tasks 
with the intention of fashioning themselves after their divine 
model, they are able, in the midst of worldly turmoil, to transform 
the heart into a liturgical site and to become true followers of the 
Priest of priests. 


EVAGRIUS OF PONTUS 


Evagrius of Pontus (345-399) was Origen’s most devoted follower 
and instrumental in bequeathing to posterity many prominent fea- 
tures of his teacher’s mystical doctrine. A disciple of the Cappado- 
cians and one of the brightest theologians of his generation, Eva- 
grius was a skillful interpreter of the human psyche, and he devoted 
much of his later life—once he had settled in the Egyptian de- 
sert—to the recording of his insights into intrapsychic processes. 
His close contact with the first generation of desert fathers, includ- 
ing Macarius of Alexandria, his spiritual father, as well as his theo- 
logical learnedness uniquely qualified him to offer practical guid- 
ance on many aspects of the ascetical life, including the controlling 
of psychological states, the taxonomy of virtues and vices, and the 
discernment of spirits. Despite his posthumous condemnation at 
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the Council of Constantinople II in 553, Evagrius’ mystical doc- 
trine exerted a lasting influence over the prayer of the heart.40 


Given Evagrius’ commitment to the Origenian legacy, the up- 
coming inquiry will address many concepts explored in the discus- 
sion of Origen. The Evagrian doctrine of the soul’s triadic ascent 
into the presence of God, of the divine image, of the five spiritual 
senses, and of the presence of /ogo/ in the ontological fabric of the 
cosmos are but some teachings that will strike a familiar chord. If 
we begin our discussion with the last of these teachings, Evagrius’ 
understanding of /ogoi as seeds of divine presence in the cosmic 
otder, we will have a first opportunity to observe just how perva- 
sive of an influence Origen exerted over the ascetical theology of 
his disciple. By starting our inquiry with this particular teaching, we 
will also be in a good position to gain a deeper understanding of 
Evagrius’ conception of the mystical path. 

Like Origen, Evagrius conceives of /ogoi as the rational princi- 
ples or inner meanings of created things. The /ogos of a created 
thing expresses the purpose of Divinity. It is the reason why a thing 
exists in the scheme of God’s providence and judgment.” By con- 
templating the “divine book” of creation and discerning the true 
nature of things, individuals can detect, as it were, the fingerprints 
of God’s presence in the world. They are able to perceive the in- 
herent order of the universe. 

Since /ogoi are imprints of the Logos, the Creator of the cos- 
mos, ascetics who meditate on the rational principle of things are 
given the privileged opportunity of contemplating partial expres- 
sions of the divine Logos, the one who is perceptible through the 
multiplicity of beings.“! Given time, practice, and effort, partial 
knowledge of the Logos through the contemplation of a thing’s 
spiritual essence gives way to knowledge of the Logos through di- 
rect contemplation. The more adept seekers become in discerning, 
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first, the Logos’ divine imprints in the universe and, thereafter, the 
presence of the Logos itself, the greater their ability to ascend from 
petipheral to archetypal reality. 

Evagrius is adamant that the first step toward the discernment 
of archetypal reality is commitment to the virtuous life. He writes: 


We practice the virtues in order to achieve contemplation of 
the inner essences (/ogo/) of created things, and from this we 
pass to contemplation of the Logos who gives them their be- 
ing.472 


Evagrius points to the virtuous life as a vital prerequisite for 
the contemplation of a thing’s /ogos in the full awareness that en- 
slavement to vice prevents a person from engaging in such con- 
templation and, hence, from acquiring greater knowledge of God. 
He bases this observation on the understanding that devious be- 
havior is caused by evil thoughts, or /ogsmoi, which are instilled by 
cunning demons in the human mind with the sole intention of dis- 
tracting it to such a degree as to render meditation on the /ogo/ im- 
possible. The wish to guide ascetics away from affliction by /ogsmoi 
toward the contemplation of the deep-down reality of the cosmos 
and, eventually, toward the contemplation of Divinity itself is at the 
heart of Evagrius’ teaching on the triadic mystical path. We will 
now take a look at this important Evagrian doctrine. 


In his discussion of the quest for God, Evagrius follows Ori- 
gen’s lead by introducing the idea that the mous is a person’s center 
of spiritual intelligence and the locus of the Logos’ divine image. 
Por Evagrius, the ous is pure spirit in its original state and, even 
after the fall, remains a wholly spiritual reality. While it expands to 
include the soul in the form of an outgrowth or addition, the vous is 
not an integral part of the soul as is the case in Origen’s anthropo- 
logical teaching. Rather, it remains a distinct intrapsychic entity.” 


472 Evaerius, Prayer 52, in Philokalia 1, pp. 61-62. 
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Reminiscent of his third century predecessor, Evagrius sug- 
gests that the original purity and radiance of the mous divine image 
was lost at the fall and that it is in dire need of purification. The 
process of purification is no small matter and forces humans to 
become increasingly aware of the many-varied /og/smoi which, as 
mentioned above, are the device of resourceful demons seeking to 
distract the mind and to prevent its mediation on the /ogoz. Only if 
humans submit to a rigorous set of ascetical practices and learn to 
control distracting thoughts and the thwarted behaviors to which 
they give rise (most notably, gluttony, lust, avarice, dejection, anger, 
listlessness, vainglory, and pride),47* can they hope to attain a 
clearer vision of God’s all-pervasive, cosmic presence. 

Evagrius is also indebted to Origen for the division of the 
mystical path into a threefold progression. Replacing Origen’s 
choice of words, ethike, physike, and enoptike, with the terms praktike, 
physike, and theoria, he proposes that the first stage of the journey, 
the stage of praktike, focuses on the active life which begins with 
repentance and the radical conversion of the soul toward God. 
Like his teacher, Evagrius points to the importance of stilling the 
mind, of overcoming disordered impulses, and of acquiring greater 
virtue. He cautions fellow ascetics that 


the demon is very envious of us when we pray, and uses every 
kind of trick to thwart our purpose. Therefore, he is always us- 
ing our memory to stir up thoughts of various things and our 
flesh to arouse the passions, in order to obstruct our way of 
ascent to God.*#7> 


As a means of cutting short the maneuvers of God’s adversar- 
ies, Evagrius advises monks to watch carefully over the two lower 
parts of the human soul, desire (epithumia) and incensive power 
(thumos). Desire, he suggests, is best destroyed through fasting, vig- 
ils, and sleeping on the ground, while a person’s incensive power 
may be tamed through long-suffering, forbearance, forgiveness, 


474 Fvaorius’ eight types of /ogismoi were reformulated and presented 
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and acts of compassion.‘” If seekers engage in these practices with 
compunction and heart-felt grief for past sins, they are able to calm 
their agitated minds and to achieve freedom from passion, or apa- 
theia. They enter a state in which mental distraction and physical 
temptation cease to compromise the intellect’s natural tranquility. 
With the onset of apatheia at the height of the first stage, the mind 
is able to focus all of its awareness on God.*”” 

The ability to enter a state of dispassion and stillness, which is 
essential to the discernment of Divinity, is deepened by training in 
noetic contemplation throughout the second stage of the mystical 
journey, the stage of physike. Now in control of impassioned 
thoughts and master of the soul’s two lower elements, the mind is 
free to devote itself to the contemplation of the inner principles of 
created things, a task that, as we have seen, is vital to the progres- 
sive apprehension of the Logos. The trying battle to clear away the 
logismoi has been won, granting ascetics the freedom to explore the 
spiritual essence of the cosmic order. “Whereas the impure have no 
insight into these essences, and . . . will fail because of the great 
clouds of dust and the turmoil aroused by their passions at the time 
of battle,’4’8 individuals who have begun to discern the all- 
pervasive presence of Divinity by meditating on the cosmic order 
draw one step closer to knowledge of God. 

While it is essential for monks to perceive the divine presence 
through the works of creation, the next task at hand is to approach 
Divinity directly. The contemplation of created things is still de- 
scribed by a form of meditation that impresses upon the intellect 
the many shapes of the realm of multiplicity. The contemplation of 
God, however, implies meditation on absolute unity: 


If the intellect has not risen above the contemplation of the 
created world, it has not yet beheld the realm of God perfectly. 
For it may be occupied with the knowledge of intelligible 
things and so involved in their multiplicity.4” 


476 Evaerius, Disc 3, in Philokalia 1, p. 39. 
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To behold the realm of God perfectly, the mind has to enter a 
state of inner silence, or hesychia, in which concepts about God are 
replaced by a sense of Divinity’s immediate presence. Evagrius re- 
fers to this state of interior silence and uninterrupted contempla- 
tion of Deity as the state of pure prayer. It constitutes the summit 
of the mystical journey, the stage of ¢heoria, and is characterized by 
the transcendence of all thought: 


Never try to see a form or shape during prayer.4°° 


I shall say again what I have said elsewhere: blessed is the intel- 
lect that is completely free from forms during prayer.**! 


Christians who engage in pure prayer will not permit their in- 
tellects to “be stamped with the impress of any form but approach 
the Immaterial in an immaterial manner.”482 Divinity is a mystery 
beyond words and understanding and, hence, discernible only if the 
nous contemplates it without resorting to thoughts, concepts, or 
images.*®? At the summit of the mystical quest, contemplation is 
absolutely simple. Awareness of the subject-object differentiation 
recedes, and the mind is filled with a sense of all-embracing unity: 


When like torrents to the sea the minds return to him, he 
completely changes them to his own nature, colour and taste: 
in his endless and inseparable unity, they will be one and no 
longer many, since they will be united and joined to him.484 


In undistracted prayer, the nous engages in the highest noetic 
activity possible and fixes all of its attention on God.4* Its pure 
state is marred by nothing that might leave an imprint on its fabric 
and prevent union with Divinity. Although this experience is tran- 
sient, for only the mind that is separated from the body and wholly 
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naked can sustain this state of pure, immaterial prayer,**° it allows 
humans to catch a glimpse of heavenly glory in the here and now. 


Judging by this initial outline of Evagrius’ mystical doctrine, it 
would appear that evidence supports its classification as a very ab- 
stract teaching. Elements of Evagrius’ metaphysics, such as refer- 
ences to the soul’s formless, intellective contemplation of God or 
to prayer as the mind’s highest possible intellection, undoubtedly 
invite such a reading. So, too, does the theologian’s emphasis on 
the rigorous implementation of ascetical practices to control the 
lower parts of the human soul and his emphasis on the attainment 
of apatheia, a state which, although descriptive of the transforma- 
tion and redirection of the passions,‘*’ is often interpreted in terms 
of their suppression. Do these features not suggest that Evagrius 
conceived of the mystical quest primarily as a noetic ascent away 
from materiality? 

While parts of Evagrian thought are indeed highly speculative, 
we cannot gain a balanced picture of his doctrine without taking 
into consideration Evagrius’ association with the earliest Egyptian 
desert fathers, an association which propelled him to adopt a 
deeply experiential approach to the ascetical life. If we heed this 
aspect of the theologian’s legacy and acknowledge his contributions 
as a spiritual guide, we stand a better chance of looking beyond the 
brilliant, albeit exceedingly cerebral Origenian systematician toward 
the devout Christian ever committed to the personal encounter 
with God.488 

With this objective in mind, it is helpful to consider Evagrian 
writings that suggest a more favorable reading of embodied, rela- 
tional existence. As we do so, we soon come to realize that the 
fourth century theologian is as careful as Origen not to divorce his 
mystical doctrine from the incarnational spirit of Christianity and 
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to accord to Christ, the divine Physician and Reconciler, pride of 
place in his system.*8? For Origen and Evagrius alike, mystical 
knowledge is inextricably linked to the imitation of Christ and to 
the flowering of love. Mystical knowledge implies close adherence 
to a life of charity and active service. Like Origen, Evagrius does 
not reduce the contemplation of God to an intellectual pursuit. 
Human beings apprehend Divinity intuitively and are able to par- 
ticipate in divine life, because they are motivated by a deep longing 
to experience God on a heart-felt level. To explore this feature 
more fully, we will now examine Evagtius’ use of biblical heart lan- 
guage and the degree to which recourse to this language infuses his 
teaching with an intimate, devotional character. 

To begin with, it is important to establish that Evagrius fol- 
lows Origen in viewing the two expressions vous and kardia as in- 
herently compatible. While the compatibility of these two terms 
may be lost on readers who focus their attention primarily on his 
better known works, the study of writings commonly viewed as 
being of minor importance, such as his letters, his notes on Scrip- 
ture, and the Ad Monachos, allows us to come to a better under- 
standing of the theologian’s position on this matter.4°° By examin- 
ing these sources, we realize that Evagrius made ample use of bibli- 
cal heart imagery and moved freely between the language of Scrip- 
ture and the vocabulary of Platonic teaching. Let us consider a 
number of relevant passages: 


It is only in front of wisdom that the demons are powerless 
because they are not able to throw evil thoughts into the heart 
(Rardian) of one who has become wise. For the mind (nous) that 
is touched by the contemplations of wisdom becomes unte- 
ceptive to impure thoughts.*”! 


Where evil enters in, there also ignorance; but the hearts 
(kardiai) of holy ones will be filled with knowledge.” 


489 See, for instance, Evagrius, Dise 3, in Philokalia 1, p. 40. 

490 Driscoll (2005), pp. 77-78. 
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Better a fast with a pure heart (Aardias) than a feast in impurity 
of soul (psyches). 


All three passages allow us to observe that Evagrius does not 
view the heart and the mind as two distinct human faculties. For 
him, they stand in virtual apposition.®*4 Both entities describe a 
person’s fundamental instrument of contemplation. They indicate 
the inner dimension with which Christians meditate, first, on the 
logoi of created things and, eventually, on God. Here, sanctified 
humans have recourse to divine knowledge. The last of the above 
passages allows us to observe that Evagrius also includes the soul 
(psyche) in his list of compatible terms. Heart, mind, and soul alike 
serve as the place where Divinity is apprehended. Once this inner 
dimension has ceased to be afflicted by /ogismoi and has become 
absolutely still, absolutely simple, it rests in the presence of God. 

The above citations further suggest that Evagrius is greatly 
concerned with emphasizing the need for a wise and pure heart. 
Like so many early Christian ascetics, be they of the Greek- 
speaking or the Syriac-speaking world, he cannot conceive of per- 
fection apart from inner purity and reintegration. Evagrius com- 
monly refers to this state of being as apatheia, but the biblical term 
descriptive of this state, purity of heart, is not absent from his vo- 
cabulary: 


Here he calls “gift” purity of heart, for it is in proportion to 
our passionlessness (apatbeias) that we are judged worthy of 
knowledge.#?5 


The compatibility of the two concepts is illustrated further in 
the following words: 


In the gentle*% heart (kardia), wisdom will rest; a throne of 
passionlessness (apatheias): a soul accomplished in praktike. 





#3 Evagrius, Monachos 44, in Driscoll (2003), p. 48. 

44 Driscoll (2005), p. 82. 

45 Evaerius, Schol Prov 19.17, cited in Driscoll (2005), p. 81. 
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In Evagrian thought, the term apatheia, which the theologian 
borrows from the Stoic tradition, expresses the same state of being 
as the biblical notion of the pure heart. Passionlessness and purity 
of heart are two ways of saying the same thing.*°* Both terms de- 
scribe a state in which the instrument of contemplation, the heart 
or the mind, is no longer darkened by inflammatory thoughts. The 
two lower aspects of the soul have been calmed and contribute to 
the quest for divine knowledge. Ascetics are able to pray without 
distraction. Their purified hearts “understand the reasons of 
God. ”?499 


If Evagrius makes frequent use of the notion of the pure 
heart, he also draws on the concept of the enlarged heart, a concept 
we briefly observed in the work of Origen.50 Adhering to his men- 
tor’s rendition of the phrase, Evagrius associates the enlarged heart 
with an increase in knowledge. A heart that has been enlarged by 
purity is able to comprehend the maneuvers of demonic adversar- 
ies and to forestall the renewal of their attack.5! It is free to con- 
template the essence of the created order and to touch on arche- 
typal reality. The enlarged heart is also free to love. Evagrius insists 
that agape is the offspring of apatheia.50 A heart that is no longer 
bound by desire and passion is able to love. 

Evagrius’ emphasis on a pure, enlarged heart and on its close 
link with love does much to dispel the claim that he favors the in- 
tellectual interpretation of Christian teaching over its daily, practical 
application. Indeed, if we take a closer look at his doctrine of love, 
we come to realize how prominent of a role love plays in his con- 
ception of the ascetical life. Love unites the active and the contem- 
plative aspects of the mystical journey by serving as the goal of the 
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practical life and as the doorway to contemplation.5% Love allows 
ascetics to acquire divine knowledge and to draw closer to God. It 
is the only way of attaining knowledge of Deity: 


Faith: the beginning of love. The end of love: knowledge of 
God.5% 


The idea that love leads to divine knowledge does not imply 
that Evagrius subordinates the former to the latter. On the con- 
trary, 


Through love the mind sees Original Love, God. Through our 
love we see the love of God for us.5% 


Love is the essence of God.5 Hence, knowledge of God im- 
plies knowledge of Original Love. Guided by the axiom that only 
like can know like, Evagrius proposes that the loving heart alone 
can know Original Love. He further notes that the divine source of 
all earthly love is revealed to humankind in Christ, a teaching which 
implies that any person who sins against love sins against Christ, he 
who manifests Original Love.50 

The Evagrian notion that love is manifested and exemplified 
by the Logos incarnate suggests that humans express their love by 
imitating Christ. To love is to live in accordance with the Lord’s 
teaching. To love implies an existence guided by gentleness. Bor- 
rowing from the Gospel passage “Come to me, all who labor and 
are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 
and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will 
find rest for your souls” (Mt 11:28-29), Evagrius establishes a close 
connection between the gentle heart of devout Christians and the 
gentle heart of the Lord. By imitating Christ and his charitable 
deeds, humans progressively assimilate to the image according to 
which they were fashioned: 
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If you imitate Christ, you will become blessed. Your soul will 
die his death, and it will not derive evil from its flesh. Instead, 
your exodus will be like the exodus of a star, and your resur- 
rection will glow like the sun.>% 


For Evagtius, the imitation of divine love and gentleness is the 
defining characteristic of the blessed. Indeed, it is better to be “a 
gentle worldly man than an irascible and wrathful monk.”> Love 
and gentleness mark the true disciple of Christ. They are at the 
heart of the mystical life: 


One who does not possess kindness and love towards his 
brother, how could he be a member of Christ-bearing love? 
When a brother visits you during your intense fast and practice 
of stillness, do not accept the odiousness of thoughts that sug- 
gest disturbance of your stillness and interruption of your fast. 
... Let us not speak of the frequent visits of the brothers as 
disturbances, but rather let us trust their community as a help- 
ful alliance against the phalanx of the adversary; for thus united 
by the charm of charity, we shall expel wickedness and transfer 
the world of manual labor into the treasury of hospitality.>"° 


Like Aphrahat, who so poignantly establishes the superiority 
of neighborly charity over formal prayer,>!! Evagrius suggests that 
compassion and gentleness rather than the strict observance of 
ascetical practices enable humans to model themselves after Christ 
and to attain knowledge of God: “Out of gentleness, knowledge is 
born.”5!2 The gentle heart sees God.5!3 Evagrius proposes that this 
teaching is epitomized by Moses, he who was more gentle and 
humble than anyone else on earth (Num 12:3) and who was there- 
fore permitted to speak to God face to face, as though to a friend 
(Ex 33:11).514 
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Evagrius is well aware that communal existence holds numer- 
ous challenges. He knows that “it is not possible to love all the 
brothers equally.”515 Since the demons never cease to scheme 
against the soul, the struggle to act kindly toward the neighbor con- 
tinues until death.>!° Even so, the theologian does not waver in his 
emphasis on the importance of communal living. The relational 
context of Christian life provides the setting in which ascetics meet 
the challenges of day-to-day existence. Only by facing these chal- 
lenges and by committing to a life of charity can the heart be trans- 
formed: 


If your brother irritates you, lead him into your house, and do 
not hesitate to go into his, but eat your morsel with him. For 
doing this, you will deliver your soul and there will be no 
stumbling block for you at the hour of prayer.5!” 


He who is merciful to the poor destroys irascibility, and he 
who cares for them will be filled with good things.5!8 


He who does not care for the sick will not see the light.>! 


If your brother is sad, console him; and if he is pained, share 
the pain. For doing thus, you will gladden his heart, and you 
will store a great treasure in heaven.*?° 


Following Origen’s lead, Evagrius also insists that the sancti- 
fied Christian must share in the angels’ work of mediation by pray- 
ing for fellow humans, by aiding them in their spiritual struggle, 
and by seeking their cure.5?! Spiritual progress entails responsibility 
for the neighbor: 
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It is right to pray not only for your own purification, but also 
for that of all your fellow men, and so to imitate the angels.°* 


Whoever will have obtained spiritual knowledge will help the 
holy angels and will return reasoning souls from vice to virtue 
and from ignorance to knowledge.°” 


We should honour our elders like the angels, for it is they who 
anoint us for the struggles and who heal the wounds inflicted 
by the wild beasts.°*4 


Ascetics who are no longer in the throes of passion, who can 
discern the spiritual nature of creation, and who have attained the 
state of pure prayer have at their disposal the means to serve as 
physicians and teachers to members of the community. If Christ, 
the divine Physician, “corrects our incensive power through acts of 
compassion, [and] purifies the intellect through prayer,’525 Chris- 
tians who have been formed according to the new Adam seek to 
facilitate the spiritual advancement of their contemporaries in 
much the same way. 


Evagrius’ emphasis on the primacy of love and on its manifes- 
tation through acts of charity, healing, and instruction invites com- 
parison with ascetical teachings presented by Origen and by fourth 
century Syrian Christians. For all of these theologians, the mystical 
life is closely linked to active service and ethical conduct. 
Neighborly love is an important means of experiencing contact 
with Divinity. For Evagrius, it is better to be “the thousandth in 
love than one alone with hate in inaccessible caves.’’5*° 

Likewise reminiscent of Origen and theologians of the early 
Syrian church is Evagrius’ commitment to the use of ecclesial and 
liturgical imagery, especially as it is expressed in the Old Testament 
language of Exodus (Ex 19, 24). The theologian makes repeated 
use, for example, of the account describing the theophany at Sinai, 
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an account greatly influenced by biblical temple imagery and para- 
digmatic of descriptions relating God’s revelation to humankind.*?’ 
In the following passage, reference to the mous as a sacred space 
which shines like a sapphire is a clear borrowing from Exodus 
24:10: 


When the intellect has shed its fallen state and acquired the 
state of grace, then during prayer it will see its own nature like 
a sapphire or the colour of heaven. In Scripture this is called 
the realm of God that was seen by the elders on Mount Si- 
nai.°28 


The above words indicate Evagrius’ wish to interiorize the 
biblical glory tradition.52? So, too, do various other passages 
throughout his corpus in which he reinterprets the temple motif by 
pointing to the pure mind (or, as discussed, the pure heart) as 
God’s earthly dwelling-place. The mind is the new Christian tem- 
ple: 

From the holy David we have learned clearly what the place of 

God is; for he says, “His place has been established in peace 

and his dwelling on Sion’ (Ps. 75:3). Therefore, the place of 

God is the rational soul, and his dwelling the luminous mind 

that has renounced worldly desires and has been taught to ob- 

serve the reasons of (that which is on) the earth.>? 


The mind is the temple of the Holy Trinity.*! 


The pure mind is an incense burner at the time of prayer when 
it touches upon no sensible object. According to virtue we will 
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be one on the eighth day, according to knowledge, on the last 
day.532 


With a prophetic eye, he saw the rational nature elevated 
through ascetic struggle and receiving in itself the knowledge 
of God, since God is said to be ‘seated’ where he is known and 
therefore the pure mind is called ‘God’s throne’.>* 


As we discuss Evagrius’ interest in the spiritualization of the 
temple motif, it bears keeping in mind that he is as committed as 
Origen and Syrian ascetical writers to the idea that the interioriza- 
tion of worship does not call into question the importance of the 
church. While inner prayer allows Christians to commune directly 
with God, the mystical quest nevertheless depends on the sacra- 
mental and communal life provided by the body of Christ. Eva- 
grius’ commitment to the church and its representatives is unwav- 
ering: 


The one agitating the church of the Lord, fire will completely 
consume him. The one resisting a priest, the earth will swallow 
him up.>*4 


One should love the priests after the Lord, for they purify us 
through the sacred mysteries and pray on our behalf.5%> 


Despite a deep interest in the interior act of worship, Evagrius 
situates his teaching within the social dimension of the church. As 
discussed above, he cannot conceive of the mystical life apart from 
neighborly love and charitable deeds. The quest for God bears 
fruit, because members of the body of Christ enter into close, egali- 
tarian relationships with each other: 


By means of these virtues [of compassion, prayer, and fasting], 
the new Adam is formed, made again according to the image 
of his Creator—an Adam in whom, thanks to dispassion, there 
is ‘neither male nor female’ and, thanks to singleness of faith, 
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there is ‘neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision and uncircumci- 
sion, barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free; but Christ is all, and 
in all’ (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:10-11).536 


If Evagrius cannot conceive of the quest for God apart from 
the church and its constant striving to emulate the peace and equal- 
ity of the heavenly realm, neither can he envision the mystical jour- 
ney apart from the physical body. As we turn to examine his notion 
of human embodiment, we are given the opportunity to consider if 
the theologian was indeed the crypto-Gnostic he is often made out 
to be, or if, in fact, he showed considerable interest in the body as a 
tool of spiritual advancement.**’ To begin with, it is notable that 
Evagrius does not view the body per se as an evil: 


Those who in their wickedness nourish the flesh and ‘make 
provision for it to gratify its desires’ (Rom. 13:14)—let them 
blame themselves and not the flesh. For they know the grace 
of the Creator, those who have attained impassibility of the 
soul through this body and perceive to some degree the con- 
templation of beings.**8 


As suggested in these words, Evagrius advances the idea that 
the body supports the zous in its strivings for perfection rather than 
sabotages the process. Aided by the body, the intellect attains 
impassibility, contemplates the nature of the created order, and 
progresses toward the ultimate goal of knowing God directly. Spiri- 
tual progress depends on the body in that its five physical senses 
provide their immaterial counterparts, the five noetic senses, with 
metaphors on how to capture realities that are otherwise inaccessi- 
ble.*4° Noetic sight and hearing are valuable tools for detecting the 
inner rationale and purpose of created things in the scheme of 
God’s providence. They deliver insight to the wows in much the 
same way in which physical sight and hearing provide a deeper un- 
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derstanding of our immediate, material surroundings.*4! Noetic 
smell and taste, in turn, allow for the detection and savoring of 
truth, while touch enables the intellect to grasp this truth. The body 
teaches seekers how to apply principles derived from the material 
order to the spiritual realm. By paying close attention to bodily sen- 
sations, humans can heighten their awareness of noetic sensations. 
Bodily perceptions allow the intellect to gain a deeper understand- 
ing of its own mechanisms, its strengths, and its weaknesses: 


Just as the soul acting through the body perceives the mem- 
bers which are sick, so too the mind in acting with its proper 
activity recognizes its own powers and through that which 
hinders it discovers the commandment capable of healing it.54? 


We can discern further evidence of Evagrius’ positive stance 
toward embodiment by taking a closer look at his anthropological 
teaching. Evagrius proposes that the creation of the cosmos is an 
act of divine compassion which equips each fallen rational being, 
each /ogikos, with an environment and a body that corresponds to 
its degree of self-willed separation from God. All ages, worlds, and 
bodies exist for the sole purpose of facilitating the return of the 
logikos to God.>* Together with an appropriate body, rational be- 
ings are endowed with two “helpers,” ¢humos (incensive power) and 
epithumia (desire), who reign over the lower parts of the soul. Al- 
though ¢humos and epithumia will overwhelm the body as passions if 
they are misused or present in access, in an ideal state of interior 
balance, the former directs its anger at the /ogismo7, while the latter 
causes the soul to desire virtue and wisdom>4 To this extent, they 
are therapeutic remedies which, when employed according to na- 
ture, assist the zous in its mystical ascent. For Evagrius, it is there- 
fore never a matter of quenching the lower aspect of the soul. The 
goal of praktike is to harness the two helpers and to forestall any 
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adverse effect they may have on the natural equilibrium of the 
body. 

Despite appearances, then, Evagrius’ conception of the body 
is truthful to the holistic tenor of Scripture. The theologian insists 
on the unity of body, soul, and zous. The mind is connected to the 
rational part of the soul while the body, in turn, is linked to the 
irascible and desiring parts of the soul. If passions, delusions, and 
vice hold sway over these elements of the soul, this link will affect 
the body adversely. However, if thumos and epithumia take on the 
part for which they were intended and serve as helpers, the body 
and the soul, no less than the mind, are transformed and granted a 
place in the Kingdom of Heaven. In the eschaton, “the names and 
numbers of ‘body’, ‘soul’, and ‘mind’ will pass away since they will 
be raised to the order of the mind.”545 At this point, all three as- 
pects of human nature will be joined to the nature of their Creator 
and “by his grace become one with him in all things without 
end.”546 


The above discussion of the Evagrian notion of the heart, of 
charity, of communal existence, and of the body repeatedly calls to 
mind the teachings of Macarius, Evagrius’ close contemporary. 
This matter is worth pondering, especially if we bear in mind that 
these two theologians are most often singled out to establish the 
discrepancy between Hellenic and Syrian Christian thought. While 
the teaching of both men may initially appear markedly different, 
the above pages have hopefully shown that Evagrius, no less than 
Macarius, was well acquainted with holistic biblical anthropology 
and looked to the heart as the locus of divine-human communion. 
Like Macarius, Evagrius insisted on the need for purity of heart. 
While the Egyptian theologian resorted primarily to Greek termi- 
nology and to the notion of apatheia to describe this state, he was as 
committed as the Syrian ascetic to the idea that the pure, enlarged 
heart serves as the doorway to knowledge of God. 

But similarities between both ascetical doctrines go beyond 
their mutual reliance on the anthropological teaching of Scripture. 
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Both men were members of an ascetical community and derived 
their insights from personal experience. Although Evagtius could 
be abstract in his outlook and present the mystical quest in terms 
of the stripping of the intellect to its pure, original state, he situated 
his doctrine within a communal, embodied context. Like Macarius, 
Evagrius viewed the quest for perfection as inherently relational. 
Knowledge of God and neighborly love were closely linked. Only a 
virtuous, charitable heart was able to discern the teachings of the 
Lord. Only if a person was gentle and committed to the imitation 
of Christ could the innermost self be transformed into a divine 
shrine. Just as the external altar, the inner altar of the heart was to 
be approached by Christians who had been reconciled with their 
neighbors. 

The idea that seekers divorce themselves from the world to 
establish communion with Divinity was thus foreign to Evagrius’ 
thinking. Foreign, too, was the notion that the body posed an ob- 
stacle to the divine quest. As God’s creation, Evagrius deemed it 
inherently good. Like Origen and Macarius, he suggested that un- 
toward behavior had its source not in the soul’s earthly vessel but 
rather in evil thoughts that ignited uncontrollable passions. Mind, 
soul, and body formed an integral whole. Together they strove for 
perfection and the sanctification of human nature. 


Evagtius’ œuvre is a source of inspiration in many respects— 
today no less than in past centuries. His understanding of the hu- 
man psyche has lost little of its relevance and provides contempo- 
rary Christians with valuable information on how to cultivate di- 
vine-human relations. Evagrius’ emphasis on the conquest of in- 
flammatory thoughts and on the attainment of dispassion by means 
of self-awareness encourages today’s seekers to embrace mindful- 
ness as a powerful tool to transformation and inner peace. His ad- 
vice to look beyond the surface of reality to detect its deep, under- 
lying nature resonates strongly with meditational practices adopted 
by modern individuals in the hope of arriving at a state of con- 
sciousness which reveals to them the fundamental interrelatedness 
of human existence. Of lasting interest, too, is Evagrius’ concept of 
pure prayer and his timeless insight that God is experienced be- 
yond thought and imagery. Like fellow early Christian theologians, 
Evagrius believed that God is apprehended viscerally and that the 
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path leading up to this experience has its beginning in the tangible, 
interactive here and now. 


4 THE EARLY BYZANTINE SYNTHESIS 


DIONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE 


With Dionysius the Areopagite, we encounter a major theologian 
and synthesizer of the early Christian tradition. Dionysius was 
greatly influenced by Neoplatonic teaching yet articulated a doc- 
trine that was deeply Christian in its outlook.547 He was at home in 
the Syrian ascetical milieu and, at the same time, intimately ac- 
quainted with Origen’s legacy. The Dionysian corpus, which num- 
bers four relatively short treatises, The Divine Names, The Celestial 
Hierarchy, The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, Mystical Theology, as well as some 
letters,>48 reveals its author’s ability to draw on diverse teachings 
without undermining the coherence of his system. Philosophical 
elucidation goes hand in hand with a deep awareness of the need to 
live the Christian message experientially.4° Teachings on God’s 
immanence in creation are gracefully joined to the belief in God’s 
utter transcendence. Divine radiance and glory do not render void 
the reality of divine darkness. 


Little can be said about the author of these early Christian 
texts, an unknown Syrian priest-ascetic who chose to circulate his 
writings under the pseudonym of Dionysius the Areopagite, a 
companion and disciple of St. Paul in Athens. It is commonly 
accepted that the writings, which first gained attention when used 
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by Cyrilline theologians who rejected the Chalcedonian decree to 
argue their case in 532,55! belong to the end of the fifth or the be- 
ginning of the sixth century. They were edited in the middle of the 
sixth century by John of Scythopolis, from which point onward 
they exerted a lasting influence on subsequent theologians. In the 
Christian East, they were greatly esteemed by ascetical writers, such 
as Maximus the Confessor and Andrew of Crete. In the West, the 
Corpus Areopagiticum was embraced, among others, by Pope Gregory 
the Great, John Scotus Eriugena, Bonaventure, and Albert the 
Great. It provided a powerful contribution to the later medieval 
mystical revival and left a permanent mark on teachings, such as 
those presented in the Cloud of Unknowing and in the writings of the 
Rhineland mystics.5°2 


Notable about the author of this body of work is his familiar- 
ity with and enthusiasm for a strand of Neoplatonism closely asso- 
ciated with the fifth century Academy in Athens, run for much of 
the century by its foremost representative Proclus (410-85). Since 
the similarities between Dionysian and Procline teachings are strik- 
ing indeed, they call for a brief introductory discussion. 

As we have seen, Dionysius was by no means the first early 
Christian theologian to draw on Greek philosophical concepts. Pla- 
tonic currents are prominent in the works of Origen as well as 
Evagrius, and even the writings of the Syrian ascetic Macarius har- 
bor an intellectual-immaterial element that owes much to Plato. 
The tradition of “Christian Platonism” is long indeed and can be 
traced from late antique Alexandria, to the Asia Minor of the Cap- 
padocians, and on into the end of the Byzantine period.» 

A first teaching that is of Neoplatonic inspiration is the Dio- 
nysian circular conception of procession, return, and rest, which 
originates with Proclus’ prominent motif of triadic development. 
Paying close attention to the central philosophical problem of the 
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relationship between the One and the many, Proclus pointed to the 
former, the First Cause, as the source whence the multiplicity of 
beings proceed “as branches from a root.”*>+ The procession of 
beings from the One, he resumed, numbers three moments of de- 
velopment, (i) remaining in the original principle, (ii) proceeding 
out of the principle, and (ii) turning back towards the principle. In 
every being that proceeds forth from the hypostasis above, Proclus 
discerned a natural tendency to turn back toward the immediate 
source of emanation.5>> 

Dionysius embraced the idea of a development in three 
movements and the basic Neoplatonic premise that the proceeding 
forth and turning back to the One are facilitated by a scale of be- 
ing, in which lower hypostases depend on the mediating activity of 
higher hypostases. However, as a Christian and a firm believer that 
God alone is the source of being, he insisted that being itself can- 
not derive from a stream of emanated hypostases. Since being is 
created directly by God, dependence on higher hypostases is of 
significance only with regard to the principle of illumination. Like 
being, light and knowledge derive from the One. Unlike being, they 
are not bestowed immediately by God but are communicated by a 
downward-moving procession. As each hypostasis is illuminated by 
preceding hypostases, it transmits its own radiance to beings lower 
in the hierarchy.>°° 

Proclus suggested that the process of turning back toward the 
One is greatly enhanced by the application of theurgy.557 While 
Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism, had argued that the only 
activity by which humans can return from multiplicity to unity is 
contemplation, his successor, Proclus, believed that theurgical 
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power rather than human wisdom is more likely to induce such a 
process.°8 

Dionysius embraced this Neoplatonic doctrine yet recontex- 
tualized Proclus’ concept of sheourgia by placing it within a Christian 
context. For him, the term theurgy referred to the sacraments, Le. 
to sensible symbols which facilitate the gathering-together of the 
many to the One by serving as vehicles of grace. Dionysius did not 
believe in an inherent occult sympathy between material elements 
and the spiritual realm. Unlike the theurgical Neoplatonists, he de- 
nied that physical objects per se invite divine-human communica- 
tion.>>°? Theurgy, as he envisioned it, was not concerned with works 
addressed by humans to the gods. Christian theurgy referred to 
God’s salvific acts and, specifically, to the incarnation, the quintes- 
sential act of salvation.5® It implied the reenactment and celebra- 
tion of these acts during the liturgy and the manifestation of their 
transformative effect among members of the congregation. Chris- 
tian theurgy allowed humans to reverse the movement from unity 
to fragmentation and to be reassembled around the throne of God. 
Dionysius elaborated on his theurgical teaching by insisting that the 
process of returning to unity with the One depended on the strict 
enforcement of a triadic hierarchical order, a concept he once again 
borrowed from Proclus. 

The division of the cosmos into triads suffuses Procline teach- 
ing. Taking as his starting point Plotinus’ three hypostases, the 
One, Intelligence, and Soul, Proclus suggested that replicas issue 
from each hypostasis: from the One—/enads or gods, from Intelli- 
gence—intelligences, that is, daemons or angels, and from Soul— 
souls.°°! Dionysius reworked these three levels of reality by propos- 
ing three triadic arrangements, consisting of the Thearchy, the ce- 
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lestial hierarchy, and the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Thearchy is 
the Trinity. The second hierarchical order, the celestial hierarchy, 
numbers the seraphim, cherubim, and thrones among the highest 
of its three orders. The second rank of this heavenly arrangement 
consists of the dominions, powers, and authorities, while the third 
rank comprises the principalities, archangels, and angels. Dionysius 
discussed his understanding of this hierarchical order in The Celestial 
Hierarchy, a work in which he also presented a complex method for 
the interpretation of religious symbols, specifically for the interpre- 
tation of biblical symbols, angelic names, and divine names.562 

In his description of the hierarchy to which humans belong, 
the earthly or ecclesiastical hierarchy, Dionysius once again distin- 
guished three levels of gradation, the highest level featuring the 
sacraments, the intermediate level featuring the ministers, and the 
last level numbering those to whom the latter minister. Analogous 
to the ranks of the celestial hierarchy, he subdivided each level into 
a further triad, conceiving of the three sacraments in terms of bap- 
tism, the Eucharist, and the sacrament of oil. The three orders of 
clergy comprise the hierarchs, priests, and deacons, while the last 
level of the ecclesiastical hierarchy features the monks, the com- 
municants or “sacred people,” and those who have yet to be initi- 
ated or who have spoilt their initiation, the catechumens and peni- 
tents. Dionysius elucidated this triadic arrangement in The Ecclesias- 
tical Hierarchy, a work which, given its content, provided him with 
the opportunity to present a systematic interpretation of Christian- 
ity’s main rites and a discussion of the clergy. 

Dionysius’ reliance on Proclus’ triadic systematization does 
not end here. Drawing on the triad of purification, illumination, 
and perfection, a triad which, as we have seen in our discussions of 
Origen and Evagrius, has antecedents in the Christian tradition, 
Dionysius discerned a fundamental rhythm which allows God to 
draw the whole of the created order back into divine union. By 
suggesting that, in every hierarchy, the highest rank either perfects 
ot is being perfected, the middle rank illuminates or is being illumi- 
nated, and the lowest order purifies or is being purified,“ he pre- 
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sented a carefully laid out chain of interdependent beings that fa- 
cilitates progressive assimilation to God. Commenting on the three 
ranks of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, Dionysius proposed that the 
highest order, the order of the rites, is inherently perfecting in na- 
ture. The clergy, the middle rank, fulfills the function of illumina- 
tion; it enlightens beings of the lowest rank, the laity, who require 
purification, and readies them for the reception of the mysteries.* 
The same principle holds true for each individual triad. Taking a 
look at the lowest human triad, we find that the monks are in the 
process of being perfected. The “sacred people” are being illumi- 
nated, while the lowest order, which consists of individuals await- 
ing their initiation, undergoes purification. 

If the principle of subdivision applies to the lowest triad of 
the human hierarchy, it is applicable also to the highest triad of the 
celestial hierarchy: the seraphim, the “carriers of warmth” who 
have the ability to stamp their own image on subordinates and to 
arouse in them an equal measure of warmth, represent perfec- 
tion.°® The cherubim, who have the power to know and to see 
God and who bestow on their inferiors the gift of wisdom, exem- 
plify the spiritual principle of illumination. The thrones, in turn, 
transcend every earthly defect and, being wholly pure, represent 
purification. 

Dionysius greatly believed in the value of creation’s hierarchi- 
cal arrangement and placed this concept at the center of his teach- 
ing. This being the case, he nevertheless insisted that the threefold 
progression of purification, illumination, and perfection cannot be 
accomplished without divine intervention. A person’s assimilation 
to God and deification depend, ultimately, on the gracious move- 
ment of Divinity toward the created order. 


The above discussion of Neoplatonic teachings adopted by 
Dionysius, while brief, has allowed us to see that the theologian 
was greatly influenced by philosophy and by Neoplatonism in par- 
ticular. The Procline doctrine of procession and return was ever on 
his mind. So, too, was the closely related notion of mediation and 
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its underlying premise that “like is known by like,” an established 
Greek philosophical maxim. Although Dionysius never quoted 
from Plato or his successors, he frequently alluded to them in his 
works.>°> Dionysius was not adverse to the rational inquiry into the 
nature of the divine realm and the systematization of acquired in- 
sight. The theological tradition, he proposed, has a dual aspect and 
draws on philosophy and the method of demonstration to come to 
a better understanding of Divinity. It “uses persuasion and imposes 
the truthfulness of what is asserted.”>7 

This having been said, it is important to note that Dionysius 
aligned himself with a school of Platonic thought that, unlike ear- 
lier exponents, echoed his own belief by questioning the soul’s in- 
herent ability to ascend to the One. As suggested above, Proclus 
had little faith in contemplation as a means of bolstering the inher- 
ent weakness of the soul sufficiently to allow for participation in 
the divine realm.°° He looked to theurgy as a far more powerful 
instrument of mystical ascent. Dionysius adopted this Procline fea- 
ture while placing it within the context of God’s deep love for crea- 
tion. He suggested that Christian theurgical rites bear witness to 
this love by manifesting God’s saving acts. Dionysius never wa- 
vered in his conviction that Divinity actively searches for human- 
kind and seeks to win back all who have lost their sense of divine 
origin.5 God’s love suffuses the universe and is the all-pervasive 
force behind the soul’s return to the One. Citing his spiritual father 
Hierotheus, the theologian suggests the unifying power of divine 
love in the following passage: 


From the same writer and work [Hymns of Love]: Come, let us 
gather all these once more together into a unity and let us say 
that there is a simple self-moving power directing all things to 
mingle as one, that it starts out from the Good, reaches down 
to the lowliest creation, returns then in due order through all 
the stages back to the Good, and thus turns from itself and 
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through itself and upon itself and toward itself in an everlast- 
ing circle.” 


Dionysius conveys the idea that God’s love is the driving 
force behind everything that pertains to the created order with still 
greater force in these words: 


And, in truth, it must be said too that the very cause of the 
universe in the beautiful, good superabundance of his benign 
yearning for all is also carried outside of himself in the loving 
care he has for everything. He is, as it were, beguiled by good- 
ness, by love, and by yearning and is enticed away from his 
transcendent dwelling place and comes to abide within all 
things, and he does so by virtue of his supernatural and ecstatic 
capacity to remain, nevertheless, within himself.>”! 


If Dionysius is emphatic that our being is caused by the out- 
reach of God’s boundless love, he is equally emphatic that humans 
cannot conceive of this love intellectually. Divine love has to be 
experienced; it has to be suffered. Inspired once again by Hiero- 
theus, Dionysius draws on his mentor’s account of union with God 
to elucidate this aspect of his mystical teaching. While education 
and biblical studies have a distinct place in the life of the Christian, 
the encounter with God calls for experiential knowledge: 


I have said enough about this elsewhere and my famous 
teacher has marvelously praised in his EZments of Theology what- 
ever he learned directly from the sacred writers, whatever his 
own perspicacious and laborious research of the scriptures un- 
covered for him, or whatever was made known to him through 
more mysterious inspiration, not only learning but also experi- 
encing the divine things. For he had a “sympathy” with such 
matters, if I may express it this way, and he was perfected in a 
mysterious union with them and in a faith in them which was 
independent of any education.>” 
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Union with God is attained by a passive process which pre- 
supposes, in Dionysius’ words, a certain “sympathy” with divine 
things and the willingness to surrender to their impact. While hu- 
mans can acquire knowledge of God in part through intellectual 
strivings and the study of Scripture, the process of drawing close to 
Divinity depends, ultimately, on an untaught, visceral experience. 
At the final stage of the return to the One, seekers deliver them- 
selves into the arms of God. Like Hierotheus, who “was so caught 
up, so taken out of himself, experiencing communion with the 
things praised, that everyone who heard him, everyone who saw 
him . . . considered him to be inspired,’>”3 humans become vessels 
of Divinity. They know an ecstasy that defies rational inquiry. 
Christians who undergo such an experience bear witness to the 
second aspect of the theological tradition, the ineffable aspect, 
which “puts souls firmly in the presence of God”>” and which, 
unlike rational inquiry, resorts to symbolism to convey, in some 
small measure, the incomprehensible nature of Divinity. 


To the extent to which Dionysius emphasizes the experiential 
nature of the encounter with God, he seems particularly at home in 
the Syrian ascetical tradition, and we will have occasion to consider 
his place within this tradition further as we examine the liturgical 
conception of his mystical doctrine. For now, however, let us recall 
that Dionysius, while heir to the teachings of Aphrahat, Ephrem, 
and Macarius, was also intimately acquainted with the works of 
Origen and Evagrius, two theologians who, in their own right, were 
esteemed for a teaching on the experiential, heart-felt encounter 
with God. Dionysius’ emphasis on the struggle against the pas- 
sions, on the acquisition of virtue, and on the attainment of apatheia 
as preconditions for knowledge of God is strongly reminiscent of 
Evagrius’ ascetical doctrine. Likewise reminiscent of his predeces- 
sor’s teaching is the Dionysian call for singleness of life and for 
undistracted, imageless prayer. 

Given these similarities, it is worth our time to explore Diony- 
sius’ doctrine on the ascetical life and its debt to Evagrian teaching 
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more closely. How does Dionysius envision the threefold move- 
ment toward God? In which instances is he most influenced by his 
Egyptian predecessor? What is his understanding of the deifying 
union with God, a union which, as we have already seen, is charac- 
terized by the surrender to God’s intoxicating love? 

For Dionysius, the ascetical life and the dynamic movement 
toward God begins with seekers’ ability to become aware of their 
sinful state of existence and with the fervent wish to overcome 
vice.575 A catechumen who aspires to divine unity must have “duly 
examined with unbiased gaze what he himself is” 57° and avoid the 
dark pits of ignorance. Dionysius presents his understanding of the 
purifying process for the most part in a discussion of the laity and 
its lowest order in The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy. In it, he draws atten- 
tion to the dangers of succumbing to the influence of demonic 
forces. These forces, he cautions his audience, lure catechumens 
away from the truly real and enslave them to pleasures which die 
and corrupt.°”’ Dionysius notes repeatedly that the ascetical life is 
characterized by the ceaseless attempt to oppose whatever may 
sunder communion with the One.58 Like Evagrius, he believes that 
this implies a lifelong battle which ends only at death.>” 

In the theologian’s eighth letter, in which he further expounds 
on the ascetical struggle, he argues that an existence dominated by 
God’s adversaries annihilates a person’s inner, divine order. This 
order is maintained by the rule of reason over inferior and poten- 
tially destructive impulses, primarily anger and desire: 


Therefore, how could we avoid being ashamed as we witness 
reason harmed by anger and desire, when we see it driven from 
the authority given to it by God so that in an unholy and un- 
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just manner trouble, discord, and disorder are stirred up in 
usp580 


Dionysius is not as detailed and systematic in his description 
of the ascetical life as Evagrius.58! Nevertheless, his commitment to 
the transcendence of discord and disorder is lasting. Like Evagrius, 
he conveys a strong sense of the necessity to acquire virtue, above 
all, meekness, mercy, and love. Dionysius, too, suggests that Moses 
earned a sight of God because of his great meekness.°** David was 
loved by God, because he was good, even to his enemies. Job was 
justified because he remained aloof from all wrongdoing, while 
Joseph found favor with God for not taking revenge on the broth- 
ers who betrayed him.583 Dionysius’ teaching on the virtuous life 
culminates with his call to look beyond even the gentleness of sa- 
cred people and the generosity of the angels toward Christ himself, 
whose many deeds of love set the ultimate standard by which 
Christians are to measure themselves. Christ revealed to human- 
kind how to be kind to the ungrateful and how to make the sun 
tise on those who are evil.°*+ Dionysius encourages all Christians 
who seek union with God to follow the Lord’s example tirelessly. 

The ability to defy evil and to attain virtue introduces mystical 
seekers to a state of being in which they are no longer assailed by 
the adversary. Dionysius follows Evagrius in referring to this state 
as the state of apatheia: 


He [the man who is divine] will rebuff them [the illusions or 
the terrors of the adversary] and chase them away if they come 
on the scene. He will be more active than passive. Having 
adopted impassibility and endurance as the guiding norm of 
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his state he will be seen, like a doctor, helping others who are 
possessed by these things.585 


The successful redirection and transformation of the passions 
allow the blessed to lead an existence “which excludes all distrac- 
tion and enables them to achieve a singular mode of life conform- 
ing to God and open to the perfection of God’s love.”586 Apatheia 
denotes “the renunciation of all activities and of all phantasies 
which could lead to a distracted living.’”’>*’ Dionysius suggests that 
members of the monastic order, the highest rank of the laity, ex- 
emplify the principle of impassibility, for they have been purified 
and illuminated to such a degree as to lead a life wholly focused on 
God.588 The singleness of their concentration and existence sets an 
example for all seekers to emulate. 

The Dionysian understanding that apatheia introduces ascetics 
to a state of undistracted meditation of God invites comparison to 
Evagrius’ notion of pure prayer, an inner state in which the mind 
has been stripped of all thoughts, images, and concepts and is so 
pure as to contemplate God directly. Although Dionysius has far 
less to say on the subject of prayer than Evagrius, he nevertheless 
impresses on his audience the need for “prayers that are holy’? 
and that are offered “with untroubled mind.”5 By offering such 
prayers, Christians are “uplifted in a sacred fashion toward the ul- 
timate perfection of the Deity.”5 Like Evagrius, Dionysius thus 
believes that the purification and stilling of the mind and its deep 
absorption in God are the quintessential means of attaining mysti- 
cal union. While Dionysius does not refer explicitly to the biblical 
notion of the pure heart or to the concept of the heart as the site of 
personal unity and spiritual worship, his understanding that only 
holy, or pure, prayer will raise humans into the presence of God 
resonates strongly with teachings on inner prayer discussed in pre- 
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vious chapters. Only if the mind, or the heart, has been sufficiently 
calmed and a person’s inherent inner order reestablished, can 
Christians hope to be lifted toward the “kindly Rays of God.”5?2 

If the Evagrian and Dionysian notions of prayer are similar in 
many respects, so are their respective understandings of the en- 
counter with God. As we have just seen, both theologians agree 
that God lies beyond concepts that imprint the mind. They are in 
accord that the perception of God takes place in a realm that es- 
capes human comprehension. Evagrius, for his part, writes that 
“the mind could not see the place of God in itself, unless it had 
become loftier than all [concepts of] things.’’5°3 Dionysius focuses 
even more on the ineffable nature of God and, informed by Hiero- 
theus’ teaching, describes the experience of divine union as a 
deeply mysterious event in which the intellect is taken out of it- 
self.°°4 According to Dionysius, the intellect relinquishes all control 
and any hold over that which is familiar and surrenders to the lov- 
ing outreach of Deity. It enters a state in which it belongs no 
longer to itself but to God.°°> It is “lifted upward to that brilliance 
above, to the dazzling light of those beams”5% and “suffers” unity 
with the One. 

Similar to Evagrius, who conceives of pure prayer as a state in 
which the mind beholds the light of the Trinity,” Dionysius pays 
much attention to the radiant nature of Divinity. Unlike Evagrius, 
however, he proposes that heavenly light is so bright as to blind the 
eye of the mind. Christians who draw close to God are enfolded by 
the dark rays of Glory and enter darkness:598 


Trinity! Higher than any being, any divinity, any goodness! 
Guide of Christians in the wisdom of heaven! Lead us up be- 
yond unknowing and light, up to the farthest, highest peak of 
mystic scripture, where the mysteries of God’s Word lie sim- 
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ple, absolute and unchangeable in the brilliant darkness of a 
hidden silence. Amid the deepest shadow they pour over- 
whelming light on what is most manifest. Amid the wholly un- 
sensed and unseen they completely fill our sightless minds with 
treasures beyond all beauty.5” 


In his exposition of the motif of divine darkness, Dionysius 
pays careful attention to the biblical account of Moses as he as- 
cends Mount Sinai. Indeed, the patriarch’s ascent of the mountain 
and entrance into ever deeper darkness is the primary means by 
which Dionysius explicates his doctrine of the way of negation, or 
apophaticism. It is a concept for which he is much renowned, and, 
given its lasting impact on Christian mystical thought, it is of inter- 
est to cite this Dionysian teaching at some length: 


It is not for nothing that the blessed Moses is commanded to 
submit first to purification and then to depart from those who 
have not undergone this. When every purification is complete, 
he hears the many-voiced trumpets. He sees the many lights, 
pure and with rays streaming abundantly. Then, standing apart 
from the crowds and accompanied by chosen priests, he 
[Moses] pushes ahead to the summit of the divine ascents. And 
yet he does not meet God himself, but contemplates, not him 
who is invisible, but rather where he dwells. This means, I pre- 
sume, that the holiest and highest of the things perceived with 
the eye of the body or the mind are but the rationale which 
presupposes all that lies below the Transcendent One. 
Through them, however, his unimaginable presence is shown, 
walking the heights of those holy places to which the mind at 
least can rise. But then he [Moses] breaks free of them, away 





from what sees and is seen, and he plunges into the truly mys- 
terious darkness of unknowing. Here, renouncing all that the 
mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and the 
invisible, he belongs completely to him who is beyond every- 
thing. Here, being neither oneself nor someone else, one is su- 
premely united to the completely unknown by an inactivity of 
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all knowledge, and knows beyond the mind by knowing noth- 
ing,600 


We can learn much from the above passage. Its concluding 
lines confirm our observation that Dionysius conceives of divine 
union as an experience characterized by surrender, unknowing, and 
deep mystery. Guided to the pinnacle of the divine journey by 
God’s yearning for the created order and having laid aside all hu- 
man comprehension, the soul enters the “mysterious darkness of 
unknowing” and delivers itself into the arms of the Beloved. 

From the above citation, we can also gain insight into Diony- 
sius’ views on an earlier phase of the return to God, a phase during 
which Moses contemplates Deity’s dwelling-place and the many 
things through which its “unimaginable presence is shown.” This 
phase is characterized by cataphatic theology or the way of affirma- 
tion. Unlike apopathic theology, which is concerned with a state in 
which human speech and thought fail to describe the divine en- 
counter,®! cataphatic theology invests in affirmative declarative 
statements about God. These statements can be made because Di- 
vinity is present to us through all created things to which the mind 
can rise. By means of cataphatic theology, it is possible to describe 
the beauty and glory of Deity as they manifest themselves through- 
out the cosmos. While the way of negation, by virtue of denying 
qualities of God, presents the truest possible way of referring to the 
Ineffable and is more fundamental than the way of affirmation, the 
latter approach raises human awareness to the inherent goodness 
and splendor of the created order. By doing so, it initiates the 
movement back into the presence of God. It marks the first step 
away from multiplicity to unity. 

The above citation invites one further observation. As indi- 
cated whilst previewing Dionysian mystical thought in the intro- 
duction of this study, the account of Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai 
features a number of liturgical echoes.%* After his initial purifica- 
tion, the patriarch separates himself from the crowd and climbs the 
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mountain accompanied by chosen priests in much the same way in 
which the hierarch is purified and then approaches the altar with 
his priests. Just as the liturgy progresses from the first part devoted 
to the readings of Scripture to the hidden consecration in the sanc- 
tuary, Moses passes from “what sees and is seen” into the darkness 
of the hidden God. These liturgical echoes are of considerable im- 
portance for a better understanding of Dionysius’ mystical doc- 
trine, and enable us to consider the role he attributes to the church 
in the life of the seeker. Liturgical echoes strongly suggest that the 
church, that is, the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and its sacraments are 
the means by which Christians ascend the holy mountain and enter 
the darkness that reveals to them the presence of God. After a 
number of preliminary comments on the Dionysian understanding 
of hierarchy, we will turn our attention to the exploration of this 
particular feature. 


In Dionysian thought, the celestial and ecclesiastical hierar- 
chies are of great importance for revealing to humankind the glory 
of Divinity. They are instruments of theophany. As active media- 
tors of divine light, love, and knowledge, they call back to unity all 
beings who have been sundered from God. Dionysius articulates 
his conception of hierarchy in the following passage: 


In my opinion a hierarchy is a sacred order, a state of under- 
standing and an activity approximating as closely as possible to 
the divine. . . . It reaches out to grant every being, according to 
merit, a share of light and then through a divine sacrament, in 
harmony and in peace, it bestows on each of those being per- 
fected its own form. 


Far from curtailing a person’s possibility of establishing direct 
communion with God, the concept of hierarchy, as envisioned by 
Dionysius, provides humans with the opportunity to participate 
directly in the light and likeness of God. For the sixth century theo- 
logian, the hierarchical arrangement of the created order does not 
imply exclusion and division, a viewpoint modern readers may tend 
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to adopt, but rather inclusion and unity.%4 By means of the earthly 
and heavenly hierarchies, the One mediates divine attributes to the 
created order. As these are received and, in turn, communicated by 
each of the descending orders of hypostases, the fabric of created 
beings is reshaped. The interplay of both hierarchies sets in motion 
a process of transformation that culminates in a deifying union 
with God. According to Dionysius, the hierarchical order of the 
cosmos serves the purpose of deification: 


The goal of hierarchy, then, is to enable beings to be as like as 
possible to God and to be at one with him. A hierarchy has 
God as its leader of all understanding and action. It is forever 
looking directly at the comeliness of God. A hierarchy bears in 
itself the mark of God. Hierarchy causes its members to be 
images of God in all respects, to be clear and spotless mirrors 
reflecting the glow of primordial light and indeed of God him- 
self.605 


Hierarchy is an essential means of overcoming human frag- 
mentation and of assimilating to Divinity. Ultimately, it allows for 
full conformity to God. As seen earlier, this process is made possi- 
ble through the administration of a threefold movement that puri- 
fies, illuminates, and perfects and that is rooted in the church. For 
Dionysius, our assimilation to God depends on the church. Its lit- 
urgy is the quintessential means of entering into the presence of the 
divine: 

For it is impossible that we humans should, in any immaterial 

way, rise up to imitate and to contemplate the heavenly hierar- 

chies without the aid of those material means capable of guid- 

ing us as our nature requires. Hence, any thinking person real- 

izes that the appearances of beauty are signs of an invisible 

loveliness. The beautiful odors which strike the senses are rep- 

resentations of a conceptual diffusion. Material lights are im- 

ages of the outpouring of an immaterial gift of light. The thor- 
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oughness of sacred discipleship indicates the immense con- 
templative capacity of the mind. Order and rank here below 
are a sign of the harmonious ordering toward the divine realm. 
The reception of the most divine Eucharist is a symbol of par- 
ticipation in Jesus.%6 


If humans wish to attain union with God, they ate in need of 
material aid. As observed at the outset of this chapter, Dionysius 
proposes that such aid is provided by theurgical means, that is, by 
the liturgy. Its candles, incense, scriptural readings, sacraments, and 
orders of clergy collectively symbolize the incarnation. The liturgy 
manifests the presence of Deity to the congregation.” Through 
material objects, God’s saving deeds are invoked, and Christians 
are initiated into the harmonious ordering of the divine realm. The 
church and its liturgy enable humans to draw ever closer to their 
soutce of being. 

The idea that the ecclesiastical hierarchy and its liturgy mani- 
fest divine grace and facilitate union with God is exemplified by 
Dionysius’ understanding of the Eucharist, to which he refers as 
the rite of synaxis, that is, the rite of communion or gathering. The 
celebration of the Eucharist draws “our fragmented lives together 
into a one-like divinization.”8 It is the high point of every rite and 
unites the holy people peacefully around the earthly and the heav- 
enly altar. The celebration of the Eucharist joins members of the 
congregation around Christ, “our most divine altar,’ who “grants 
us the fullness of his own consecration and... arranges to offer 
generously to us, as children of God, whatever is consecrated on 
him.”¢!° By providing direct contact with the Son, the Eucharist 
brings the presence of Divinity to humans. It radiates deifying light 
and gathers the faithful into oneness with one another, the angels, 
and God. 

If the celebration of the liturgy and of the Eucharist, in par- 
ticular, draws Christians into unity with fellow beings, the angels, 
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and God, it also draws them into inner unity. While the structured 
order of the church at worship is a reflection of the heavenly realm, 
it is also a reflection of a person’s inner condition. Indeed, it is not 
only impossible “to be gathered together toward the One and to 
partake of peaceful union with the One while divided among our- 
selves,”ć11 but it is equally impossible to be illuminated and united 
with God while afflicted by inner fragmentation. For Dionysius, 
the Eucharist forges a union out of external as well as internal divi- 
sion.*!2 Unless our inherent inner order is reestablished and rea- 
son’s dominion over anger and desire asserted, Christians cannot 
become “both the temple and the companion of the Spirit of the 
Deity.’ 

The liturgy features prominently in a person’s interior life. On 
the one hand, it is a transforming force that molds the soul from 
within.°!4 It reintroduces intrapsychic order and allows for the di- 
vine consecration of inner faculties.6!5 On the other hand, the lit- 
urgy is an outward projection of a person’s inner condition. As 
Dionysius establishes in his eighth letter, the sacred order of the 
church is upset if the soul’s original alignment is lost. For the hier- 
archical structure of the church and its liturgy to be maintained, the 
Christian has to “give due place within himself to reason, anger, 
and desire.“!6 By disturbing the order of the soul and, hence, the 
order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, humans place themselves be- 
yond the reach of the cosmic hierarchical arrangement and the dei- 
fying light which it mediates. They place themselves beyond the 
divinely instituted structure that effects their transformation into 
temples of God. 

Dionysius’ emphasis on the transformation of Christians into 
divine shrines as well as his belief that the church at worship and 
the condition of the soul mirror one another reintroduces us to the 
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biblical temple motif and to the notion of its interiorization. We 
reenter the world of fourth century Syrian Christianity and come to 
realize that its interest in the liturgical conception of the ascetical 
life was not lost on Dionysius. Like his predecessors, the sixth cen- 
tury theologian establishes a close link between the external liturgy 
and the internal glorification of God. While Dionysius does not 
speak explicitly of the heart as an inner altar, we are left in little 
doubt that he views the purification, illumination, and perfection of 
out essential self as the means by which we are transformed into 
heavenly temples. In the heart, Christians enter into direct relation- 
ship with God. 

Like his Syrian forefathers, but also like Origen and Evagrius, 
Dionysius embraces the spiritualization of the worship experience 
without suggesting withdrawal from the communal life of the 
church. As we have just seen, the church is an all-important means 
of transporting humans into the presence of Deity. It provides the 
relational setting which allows for internal, external, and cosmic 
reintegration. For Dionysius, the relational nature of the mystical 
life is beyond dispute. The very concept of hierarchy, the agent of 
unification per se, implies relatedness. 


Bearing in mind that Dionysius coined the term “mystical 
theology” and that his teaching had a lasting impact on subsequent 
generations of Christian ascetical writers, it is of considerable inter- 
est to note his commitment to the communal nature of Christian 
existence. This feature invites us to revisit the ongoing discussion 
of whether ascetics of the early church did indeed seek intimacy 
with God by divorcing themselves from the world. The second 
question that presents itself and that has likewise been discussed 
repeatedly, the question of how early Christians viewed the human 
body, calls for further attention thereafter. Does Dionysius heed 
the teaching of earlier theologians and affirm the goodness of em- 
bodied existence? Is this a further instance in which a preconceived 
notion, the notion that ascetics deemed the body an inherent ob- 
stacle to divine union, can be shown to be misleading? 

We have already witnessed Dionysius’ interest in the relational 
dimension of Christian existence. The theologian suggested that 
the very concept of hierarchy implies interpersonal exchange and 
that it is the quintessential means by which humans are united with 
one another and with God. We have seen that the Eucharist, which 
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is numbered among the highest rank of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
marks the climax of every rite, because it allows for the transcen- 
dence of division and for the introduction of unity in Christ.°!” 

We can deepen our understanding of the Dionysian notion of 
hierarchy and its inherently relational nature by considering the role 
of the hierarch, the celebrant of the mysteries. As part of the 
earthly community that is being saved and that mediates salva- 
tion,°'8 the hierarch facilitates a person’s return to God by convey- 
ing his own experience of divine love. In this respect, he exempli- 
fies the Dionysian notion that Christians cannot know union with 
the One apart from a network of interconnected beings: 


Sharing in the divine peace, the higher gathering powers are 
drawn to themselves, to each other, and to unity and are at one 
with the source of peace in all the world. The ranks below 
them are united to themselves, to one another, and to the one 
perfect Source of Cause of universal peace.°!” 


The principle of hierarchy is inherently relational, because it is 
never an impersonal principle. This is an important aspect to bear 
in mind. Members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy are real people, 
and relationships within the hierarchy are personal relationships.°° 
If Dionysius emphasizes this feature with regard to the role of the 
hierarch and the celebration of the Eucharist, he does so also with 
regard to the service of ordination: 


The kiss at the conclusion of the clerical consecration also has 
a sacred meaning. For not only do all those belonging to the 
clerical orders give the kiss to the initiate but so too does the 
consecrating hierarch. When a mind has been made sacred by 
the type of its clerical activity, by its call from God . . . it de- 
serves the love of its peers and of all those who belong to the 
most sacred orders. . . . So, then, this holy rite of the kiss be- 
tween fellow clerics is fully appropriate. It denotes the sacred 
communion formed by like minds and the joyous shared love 
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which ensures for the whole hierarchy the beauty of its con- 
formity to God.! 


While Dionysius’ reference to “love among peers” might seem 
to suggest division, his concluding sentence speaks to the all- 
embracing nature of love. Members of the clergy are joined to the 
laity no less than to one another. If the principle of hierarchy is 
characterized by relationships that are personal, it is likewise char- 
acterized by relationships that are inclusive. Dionysius presents a 
mystical doctrine in which there is no room for separation and en- 
mity. God’s love is passed down from the highest to the lowest of 
beings. Every member of the ecclesiastical hierarchy fulfills a spe- 
cific function which serves to imitate Christ’s “unspeakable, in- 
comprehensible goodness’? and to draw all beings into fellow- 
ship. Dionysian mystical thought provides repeated evidence that 
ascetics of the early church valued neighborly relations over isola- 
tion. Separation from fellow beings implied separation from God. 


If we now consider Dionysius’ views on the material order 
and on the body in particular, we are able to observe that the 
theme of interrelatedness is also the driving force behind the crea- 
tion of the physical realm. In our earlier discussion of cataphatic 
theology, we already had occasion to observe that the theologian 
looks to the material order as a display of divine glory. For Diony- 
sius, the world is a theophany, a manifestation of God, and, as 
such, inherently sacred. The beauty and radiance of creation are a 
reflection of archetypal Beauty and Radiance. Dionysius insists that 
God and the world are inseparably linked: 


The name “One” means that God is uniquely all things 
through the transcendence of one unity and that he is the 
cause of all without ever departing from that oneness. Nothing 
in the world lacks its share in the One. Just as every number 
participates in unity . . . so everything, and every part of every- 





621 Dionysius, EH 5.3.6, in Luibheid (1987), p. 243. 
622 Dionysius, Ep 8.1, in Luibheid (1987), p. 271. 


EARLY BYZANTINE SYNTHESIS 203 


thing, participates in the One. By being the One, it is all 
things.° 


If every part of everything participates in the One, so does the 
body. Indeed, we need not search long to find proof of Dionysius’ 
high regard for our embodied state. He conveys this sentiment 
concisely in a discussion of the rite for the dead. Given that the 
body shares with the soul in the many struggles of earthly exis- 
tence, they are most fitting companions in this life and in the life to 
come. As such, the soul’s physical vessel deserves reverence and a 
distinct place in the economy of salvation: 


Following on these rites the hierarch lays the body in an hon- 
ored place alongside the bodies of other saints of the same or- 
der. If the deceased lived, body and soul, a life pleasing to 
God, his body will deserve to have a share of the honors be- 
stowed on the soul which was its companion in the sacred 
struggle. That is why divine justice links the body with the soul 
when final judgment is rendered to the soul, for the body also 
took part in the same journey along the road of holiness or 
impiety. Hence the blessed ordinances grant divine commun- 
ion to both the one and the other. . . . Thus the entire person 
is made holy, the work of his salvation is all-embracing, and 
the full rites make known the totality of the resurrection that is 
to come.°4 


The fundamental message of Dionysius’ teaching is remarka- 
bly consistent, regardless of whether he addresses the relationship 
between the body and the soul, as he does in the above passage, 
between members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, between humans 
and spiritual beings, or between humans and God. Every aspect of 
his doctrine is guided by the principle of unity. Throughout his 
œuvre, the question foremost on Dionysius’ mind pertains to the 
reversal of human fragmentation, be it internally or externally, and 
to the introduction of oneness with God. To safeguard the return 
to divine unity, the theologian introduces the principle of hierarchy, 
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a feature which, in the Christian tradition, is very much his own. 
The celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies are the primary means of 
overcoming division and of experiencing a deifying union. As di- 
vine love, light, and knowledge pass down the chain of interde- 
pendent beings, human nature progressively assimilates to its 
source of being. It is drawn into ever greater communion with fel- 
low beings and with God. For Dionysius, the divide that separates 
humans from God, from one another, and from themselves, in- 
cluding the body, is but a transitory state. Salvation is all-embracing 
and reaches into the deepest recesses of the created order. It 
touches all beings who lead a life pleasing to God. 


Given Dionysius’ emphasis on unity, it comes perhaps as no 
surprise that he was an exceptionally adept synthesizer, who man- 
aged to shape diverse teachings into an organic whole. In his writ- 
ings, he joined Neoplatonic themes and Christian doctrine with 
ease. He reconciled the intellectual aspect of theology and its emo- 
tive, intuitive element with the same degree of command. Diony- 
sian mystical thought accords a place to silence as well as speech, to 
light but also to darkness. The hidden and the manifest captured 
the theologian’s imagination to an equal degree. 

Dionysius was no less adept at joining aspects of the Ori- 
genian and the Syrian strands of early Christian mystical teaching. 
Well acquainted with the former legacy, he drew on many concepts 
previously expounded by Evagrius. Much of his doctrine on the 
ascetical life is colored by Evagrian thought, most notably his views 
on the passions, on the virtuous, single-minded life, and on undis- 
tracted, imageless prayer. But Dionysius’ true home was the world 
of early Christian Syria, and he acknowledged these roots by plac- 
ing the church and its liturgy at the center of the mystical life. For 
him, they were vital elements of Christian existence in more than 
one way. The church and its liturgy dominated a person’s external 
life and brought Christians into close proximity with fellow beings. 
Equally, they enabled the faithful to touch upon the heavenly realm 
and to join the angels in their glorification before the throne of 
God. However, the church and its liturgy also dominated the inte- 
rior life of the Christian. If the inherent order of the soul was rees- 
tablished through the mediating activity of the ecclesiastical hierar- 
chy and its rites, the deepest self of every seeker could be trans- 
formed into a temple. Reintroduced to a state of inner purity and 
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integration, humans were able to take their rightful place in the 
cosmic hierarchical order and to know God in an ecstatic union of 
love. 

Dionysius’ ability to synthesize earlier teachings and to wield 
them into a coherent, compelling system of his own was instru- 
mental to the flowering of the prayer of the heart in the Byzantine 
period. Although Dionysius had less to say on the topic of prayer, 
especially as it relates to the heart, than many of his predecessors, 
his emphasis on the triadic movement toward God and on the en- 
counter with Divinity in a darkness of unknowing shaped the doc- 
trine of inner prayer to a decisive degree. So, too, did his belief in 
love as the driving force behind the soul’s return to the One. 

Still today, members of the Christian community may reap in- 
spiration from Dionysius’ teaching, not least for presenting them 
with a mystical doctrine that places the theme of reintegration at its 
very center and that heralds the unity of body and soul, of the indi- 
vidual and the community, and of the earthly and heavenly spheres. 
Dionysius’ emphasis on the pervasiveness of love invites individu- 
als who feel separated from God to take heart and to know that no 
one who longs for divine communion is excluded from the out- 
reach of heavenly love. If modern Christians object to the idea that 
this outreach of love depends on the hierarchical arrangement of 
the church, Dionysius’ inclusive interpretation of hierarchy may 
ease some of their trepidation. It may help them to view the eccle- 
siastical hierarchy, first and foremost, as a body of initiation which, 
through the sanctifying power of its liturgy, seeks to guide humans 
toward closer relations with one another, with the angels, and with 


God. 


We will now turn our attention to Maximus the Confessor, 
one of the most prominent early Byzantine theologians, an admirer 
of Dionysius, and a masterful synthesizer in his own right. Like 
Dionysius, Maximus was deeply committed to the tradition of in- 
ner prayer and to the dissemination of Christianity’s Greek and 
Syrian legacy. Like his predecessor, Maximus valued the detailed, 
systematic explication of Christian doctrine yet never abandoned 
the fundamental belief that humans come to know divine love in 
an experiential manner. For him, intellectual elucidation and the 
personal encounter with God went hand in hand. Maximus further 
agreed with Dionysius that the quest for God never excludes the 
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body. His belief in the goodness of creation and of embodied exis- 
tence was lasting. Lasting, too, was his understanding that the 
transformation of the heart into the new temple of God never calls 
into question the relational nature of Christian existence. 

But Maximus was not only a skillful synthesizer. He was also 
an original thinker who adopted a doctrine only after subjecting it 
to careful inquiry. Hence, he forged a mystical teaching that was a 
work of originality no less than a work of synthesis. His ability to 
refine, elaborate, and, where necessary, correct earlier teachings 
enabled him to present posterity with an ascetical doctrine that, to 
this day, remains integral to the theology of Orthodox Christianity. 
Let us take a closer look at the teaching of this important early 
Byzantine theologian in the upcoming section. 


MAXIMUS THE CONFESSOR 


If we wish to understand why Maximus the Confessor played so 
important a role in furthering the tradition of the prayer of the 
heart, a role which he gained, not least of all, for joining elements 
of the Hellenic and the Syrian mystical traditions into an ascetical 
doctrine of great insight, we do well to start out by giving thought 
to his conception of the incarnation. As we do so, we come to real- 
ize that Maximus’ emphasis on the incarnation of the Logos in his- 
tory and in the individual soul gave rise to a teaching greatly in- 
vested in corporeality. Despite the theologian’s interest in the spiri- 
tualization of human nature, he never failed to declare the beauty 
of the created order and the importance of the body, nor did his 
interest in the interiorization of the liturgy propel him to question 
the value of the church and its network of social relations. Like 
many of his early Christian predecessors, Maximus argued that the 
true follower of Christ—the true mystic—is not a person who 
strives for perfection by negating physical reality. The genuine mys- 
tic does not look upon inner prayer as an isolating, divisive enter- 
prise but views it as a means of entering ever more fully into rela- 
tions with the body, the neighbor, and God. The practice of inner 
prayer serves but one purpose: to experience God’s all-embracing 
love viscerally and to draw fellow beings into its sphere of influ- 
ence. To just how great of a degree this understanding character- 
ized Maximus’ ascetical doctrine will hopefully become apparent in 
the following discussion. 
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Maximus conceives of the incarnation as a turning point in the 
history of the cosmos and places it at the center of his doctrinal as 
well as mystical teaching. He presents his views on the enflesh- 
ment of the Logos by proposing that, in Christ, human and divine 
nature are joined in a hypostatic union. In accordance with the 
Chalcedonian definition, Maximus advances the idea that Christ 
embraces the extremes of divinity and humanity “without mixing” 
(asunchutos), “without change” (atreptos), “without division” (adiaire- 
tos), and “without separation” (achoristos).©°6 The unity of both na- 
tures is fully affirmed without any hint of mixture in the sense of 
confusion. Although inseparable, each modality preserves the indi- 
viduality of its elements.’ 

Maximus describes the mystery of the hypostatic union which 
allowed Christ to join the two natures of his being in terms of their 
co-inherence, or perichoresis. The perichoresis of divinity and humanity 
effects a new mode of existence, which is characterized by the abil- 
ity to transcend the boundaries of each nature while keeping both 
modalities entirely intact. The human and divine elements are 
preserved and, at the same time, enhanced: 


For there is a ‘certain new’ thing, characteristic of the new 
mystery, the /ogos of which is the ineffable mode of the coming 
together. For who knows how God assumes flesh and yet re- 
mains God, how, remaining true God, he is true man, showing 
himself truly both in his natural existence, and each through 
the other, and yet changing neither? °° 


Through perichoresis, divine and human energies cooperate and 
create a new, enhanced reality. The former nature is humanized and 
can work in an embodied fashion. The latter nature, in turn, begins 
to work in a divine manner and to manifest heavenly attributes. 
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Each element remains what it is, yet simultaneously transcends it- 
self.630 

While the quintessential hypostatic union of divine and human 
nature was effected in Christ, Maximus suggests that the ineffable 
co-inherence of two opposing natures, their energies, and their 
wills continues to take place in individual believers who are being 
deified. Deification takes the process of union in Christ as its para- 
digm and allows for its ongoing reenactment. Maximus writes: 


For they say that God and man are paradigms one of another, 
that as much as God is humanized to man through love for 
mankind, so much is man able to be deified to God through 
love, and that as much as man is caught up by God to what is 
known in his mind, so much does man manifest God, who is 
invisible by nature, through the virtues.°! 


Deification is the perfect expression of the divine-human en- 
counter. It implies an ecstatic union with Divinity in which humans 
attain likeness to God while surrendering none of their human- 
ity.°2 As a result of God’s revelatory movement toward the created 
order and the believer’s active pursuit of purification, illumination, 
and perfection, human nature becomes God-like and reflects the 
greatest of virtues—love. 


This is but a brief exposition of Maximus’ understanding of 
the divine-human union that was effected at the incarnation and 
that marks the life of all Christians who experience deification. We 
will return to this teaching at a later point in our discussion, as we 
consider the Maximian conception of human embodiment. For 
now, let us begin our exploration of the theologian’s ascetical doc- 
trine by considering his views on the mystical path. What are its 
salient features, and in what way does the quest for God lead to the 
progressive sanctification of human nature? Where does Maximus 
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draw on earlier theologians, and in which instances does he correct, 
develop, or synthesize these teachings? On which occasions does 
he present a doctrine very much his own? 

As we consider Maximus’ mystical theology, we soon observe 
that he retains much of Evagrius’ ascetical wisdom while tempering 
his questionable Origenian metaphysics. Maximus does not 
agree, for instance, with Origen’s belief in the pre-existence of the 
soul, nor does Origen’s understanding of the cosmos reflect suffi- 
ciently his own views on creation as an environment of God’s lov- 
ing care. Maximus does, however, embrace many viewpoints articu- 
lated by Origen and Evagrius on the inner dimension of human 
existence. His triadic division of human nature and of the soul are 
strongly reminiscent of Alexandrian Greek teaching. Maximus 
takes for granted the Origenian notion of the image of God in the 
human soul. His teaching on the passions, on vice and virtue, and 
on inner purification is deeply indebted to Evagrius, as is his con- 
ception of the mystical life in terms of a threefold structure.“ 

Like Evagrius, Maximus views the ascetical life as passing 
through three stages, the stages of praktike or praxis, gnosis, and the- 
ologia. He agrees with Evagrius that these stages should be envi- 
sioned as parallel ways rather than as a chronological order, al- 
though, as in so many instances, he presses this point more than 
his fourth century predecessor does. While Maximus concurs with 
Evagrius that the active life is to some degree a preparatory stage, 
he insists that the struggle to defy vice and gain virtue always com- 
plements the vita contemplativa. The fight against the passions, in 
turn, depends on rational discernment and on the ability to detect 
the inner principle of created things. For Maximus, the active life 
and the practice of noetic skills go hand in hand: 
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He who embodies spiritual knowledge in his practice of the 
virtues and animates this practice with spiritual knowledge has 
found the perfect method of accomplishing the divine work.635 


In his discussion of the first stage, Maximus follows Evagrius’ 
lead by stressing the need for freedom from the passions. If hu- 
mans wish to enter into the presence of God, they have to strive 
for inner purification; they have to conquer vice and acquire virtue. 
Maximus has a great deal to say on this topic. His hierarchy of the 
vices, which he bases on the threefold division of the soul, shows 
clear knowledge of the Evagrian system. Maximus, however, re- 
works and elaborates on Evagrius’ enumeration by placing self-love 
(philautia) at its very center. For him, love of self is the source from 
which all passions flow. It is the origin and mother of evil.637 It 
destroys the unity of a person’s inner faculties and ushers in a life 
of interior disintegration. Self-love separates humans from one an- 
other and is therefore also the cause of external fragmentation: 


The devil has deceived us by guile in a malicious and cunning 
way, provoking us through self-love to sensual pleasures (cf. 
Gen. 3:1-5). He has separated us in our wills from God and 
from each other; he has perverted straightforward truth and in 
this manner has divided humanity, cutting it up into many 
opinions and fantasies. 


Maximus’ emphasis on the dangers of self-love and his intro- 
duction of four additional vices, the vices of rapacity, resentfulness, 
envy, and slander, all of which address our relationship with fellow 
humans, are two aspects of the theologian’s teaching that strongly 
suggest an abiding interest in the communal setting of Christian 
existence. As we deepen our discussion of Maximus’ mystical doc- 
trine, we will see just how pervasive his emphasis on personal relat- 
edness is. 
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If enslavement to vice implies the misuse of human faculties, 
the progressive acquisition of virtue is a major tool of effecting 
their reintegration. According to Maximus, virtues calm the concu- 
piscible and irascible parts of the soul and strengthen its rational 
element, bringing peace to the body. Virtuous conduct allows hu- 
mans to discern the true needs of the soul and the body: 


If you want to be a just person, assign to each aspect of your- 
self—to your soul and your body—what accords with it. To 
the intelligent aspect of the soul assign spiritual reading, con- 
templation and prayer; to the incensive aspect, spiritual love, 
the opposite of hatred; to the desiring aspect, moderation and 
self-control; to the fleshly part, food and clothing, for these 
alone are necessary (cf. 1 Tim. 6:8).°8 


Maximus’ enumeration of the virtues (faith, fear of God, self- 
mastery, patience and long-suffering, hope in God, detachment, 
and love) is very similar to the Evagrian hierarchy. Similar, too, is 
his understanding that the goal of praktike is not the repression of 
the passions but rather their sublimation or redirection. Neither 
theologian calls for the eradication of the passible elements of the 
soul but advises instead that they be harnessed and brought into 
accord with the soul’s rational faculty. 

A similar course of reasoning characterizes their views on the 
state of apatheia, which marks the climax of the first mystical phase. 
Dispassion does not imply a state of emotional remoteness and 
disinterestedness but rather a state of serenity. The soul at peace is 
no longer subject to thwarted thoughts and behaviors. A seeker 
who has attained dispassion “sees things clearly in their true nature. 
Consequently, he both acts and speaks with regard to all things in a 
manner which is fitting, and he is never deluded.” Apatheia de- 
scribes a state of spiritual freedom in which the soul is capable of 
seeing things for what they truly are. Sinful desires have been re- 
placed by a new and better energy from God. 


638 Maximus, CC 4.44, in Philokalia 2, p. 105. 
639 Maximus, CC 1.92, in Philokalia 2, p. 63. 
640 Ware (1997c), p. 398. 


212 PRAYER OF THE HEART 


Maximus also embraces Evagrius’ notion of charity as a vital 
aspect of praktike and as the quintessential means of acquiring 
knowledge of God. Goodwill and the cultivation of love counteract 
detachment, which, although part of the ascetical life, may lead to 
isolation if given too much attention. However, Maximus develops 
this aspect to an even greater degree than Evagrius and endows 
love with such importance as to place it at the very center of his 
ascetical teaching. For him, the entire mystical path, including the 
first stage, is about how we love.®4! Love is the greatest of virtues 
and outlasts faith and hope.642 Love embraces friends as well as 
foes. Long-suffering and kind, it enables the worthy to love all hu- 
mans equally. 

Turning to consider Maximus’ teaching on the second stage of 
the mystical ascent, we observe that this stage is characterized 
largely by the principle of contemplation, although, as we have 
seen, engagement in natural contemplation does not release the 
ascetic from the pursuit of the active life. Time and again, Maximus 
emphasizes the interplay and ultimate unity of the active and con- 
templative aspects of Christian existence. 

Like Evagrius, Maximus distinguishes between a lower form 
of contemplation, the contemplation of visible things, and its 
higher expression, the contemplation of invisible things.644 Maxi- 
mus agrees with Evagrius that contemplation implies the discern- 
ment of the /ogoi of created things, which manifest God’s existence 
and glory. Contemplation calls for the exploration of their divine 
purpose of existence, their relationship to each other, and their 
relationship to the Logos. Through the contemplation of the /ogoz, 
the human mind advances toward knowledge of the Logos Creator, 
the one in whom they are all unified. Thereafter, the mind rises 
even further and, passing beyond knowledge of the /ogo, attains 
union with God above all concepts and notions. The rational prin- 
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ciples of creation allow humans to know that God is, even if we 
can never hope to know what God is:645 


Created beings can be known rationally by means of the inner 
principles which are by nature intrinsic to such beings and by 
which they are naturally defined. But from our apprehension 
of these principles inherent in created things we can do no 
more than believe that God exists.°° 


In one aspect, however, Maximus’ conception of the second 
stage departs considerably from the Evagrian systematization. 
Maximus suggests that not all Christians have to pass through the 
second stage of the mystical path to be deified but can attain union 
with God on the basis of the wta practica alone. While divine union 
calls for pure prayer, the ability to engage in this form of contem- 
plation is a gift of grace and does not require extensive immersion 
in the practice of natural contemplation. Hence, it is possible for 
non-contemplative monastics and for non-monastics in general to 
arrive at pure prayer and divine union without having traversed the 
second stage. 

This element of Maximian teaching is quite striking and allows 
us to observe how much importance the theologian accords to the 
virtuous life and to the daily, practical aspect of Christian existence. 
It confirms our earlier observation that the active and contempla- 
tive lives are supplementary and, ultimately, belong together. If 
Christians can be deified on the basis of the active life alone, they 
are able to do so, because the pursuit of such an existence, in and 
of itself, develops their rational faculties. According to Maximus, 
an important means of engaging in noetic ascesis, even during the 
stage of praktike, is adherence to the commandments. This practice 
trains the mind to discern the /ogoi of the commandments and, 
through them, to communicate with the Logos, whom they mani- 
fest. Keeping the commandments is therefore an important com- 
ponent of the active life which provides partial knowledge of the 
Logos. 
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Let us now examine Maximus’ teaching on the final stage of 
the quest for God by considering more closely his double concept 
of pure prayer. In the Centuries on Charity, the theologian writes: 


Two states of pure prayer are exalted above all others. One is 
to be found in those who have not advanced beyond the prac- 
tice of the virtues, the other in those leading the contemplative 
life. The first is engendered in the soul by fear of God and a 
firm hope in Him, the second by an intense longing for God 
and by total purification. The sign of the first is that the intel- 
lect, abandoning all conceptual images of the world, concen- 
trates itself and prays without distraction or disturbance as if 
God Himself were present, as indeed He is. The sign of the 
second is that at the very onset of prayer the intellect is so rav- 
ished by the divine and infinite light that it is aware neither of 
itself nor of any other created thing, but only of Him who 
through love has activated such radiance in it. It is then that, 
being made aware of God’s qualities, it receives clear and dis- 
tinct reflections of Him.%*7 


Maximus does not appear to subordinate one form of prayer 
to the other, although the second kind of prayer which is open to 
the “gnostic,” or contemplative, seems to be more exalted.“8 The 
first form of pure prayer implies undistracted prayer which is built 
directly on the virtues of the active life and, as we have seen, on 
some spiritual contemplation. Through the gift of grace, the mind 
is joined to God and able to withdraw from the thoughts of the 
world. It becomes God-like in its purity and capable of praying 
without ceasing. The second form of pure prayer is motivated by 
desirous love and aims at mystical union with God. As the mind 
transcends all impressions and conceptual images, it is rapt outside 
of itself into the very presence of Divinity.” 

In his discussion of both forms of prayer, Maximus empha- 
sizes the fact that the intellect moves beyond thought to enter into 
the deep, undistracted contemplation of God. In this respect, his 
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notion of prayer resembles Evagrius’ concept of pure prayer. But if 
we take a closer look at Maximus’ understanding of the latter form 
of prayer, we see quite clearly that the transition from the second 
to the third stage of the mystical quest is not only a matter of strip- 
ping away and simplifying but also, and more importantly, of lov- 
ing.®°? Although this feature is by no means absent from the teach- 
ing of Evagrius, its prevalence in the Maximian corpus is particu- 
larly suggestive of Dionysius’ doctrine of love. Like Dionysius, 
Maximus cannot conceive of pure prayer and divine union apart 
from blessed rapture: 


Sabbaths of Sabbaths signify the spiritual calm of the deiform 
soul that has withdrawn the intellect even from contemplation 
of all the divine principles in created beings, that through an 
ecstasy of love has clothed it entirely in God alone, and that 
through mystical theology has brought it altogether to rest in 
God.°! 


Maximus is not only indebted to Dionysius for supplying him 
with the notion of ecstatic love. He further strengthens the link 
with the mystical doctrine of his sixth century predecessor by plac- 
ing the rapturous union with God within the context of divine un- 
knowability. This feature is made explicit in the following words: 


Thus he who through obedience has kept the commandments 
has achieved righteousness and, moreover, he has not cut him- 
self off from union in love with Him who gave them... . 
When you have passed through the manifold principles relat- 
ing to providence, you attain through unknowing the very 
principle of divine unity.%? 


For Maximus as for Dionysius, the highest stage of spiritual 
perfection is characterized by love and supreme ignorance. Chris- 
tians who reach the climax of ¢heologia are united with God, who is 
unfathomable and “who is more than infinite.“ They come face 
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to face with the One, who “transcends mind and sense and being 
and knowledge.’ Unlike the earlier stages, the last stage is alto- 
gether trans-rational in nature. Love and ignorance are all- 
pervasive. To convey the incomprehensible nature of the deifying 
encounter with God, Maximus adopts Dionysius’ apophatic termi- 
nology. 


So far, we have spent much time comparing the doctrines of 
Maximus and Evagrius. Before we turn to consider other major 
influences on Maximus’ mystical doctrine—Dionysius being one of 
them, as we have just seen, it is helpful to give thought to one last 
Maximian teaching that is greatly shaped by Evagrius. Let us take a 
closer look at Maximus’ anthropological teaching and examine the 
ways in which this highly sophisticated system lends a firm phi- 
losophical foundation to the ancient tradition of inner prayer. 

Maximus mirrors Evagrius’ anthropological doctrine in many 
respects, not least in his conception of human nature as a triad of 
body, soul, and mind. Unlike Origen, who adopts the Pauline triad 
of body, soul, and spirit and distinguishes between the sous, the 
highest aspect of the soul, and the spirit, the divine element present 
in humans, Maximus and Evagrius commonly substitute the mind, 
or nous, for the biblical term spirit. All three theologians agree, 
however, that the vous is the organ of contemplation, its highest 
function being the uninterrupted meditation on divine realities and 
on God. Maximus, Evagrius, and Origen view the vous as a per- 
son’s spiritual center and the locus of divine-human communion. 
The objective of the ascetical life, they further agree, is to gain con- 
trol over the two passible elements of the soul. While we have seen 
in our earlier discussion of Evagrius that the concupiscible and the 
irascible aspects of the soul in their original state assist the mous in 
its ascent, a state of excessive or misdirected desire and anger sabo- 
tages the intellective aspirations of the soul, incites the body, and 
obstructs the natural movement toward God. 

In his explication of our inner faculties, Maximus pays close 
attention not only to the vous but also to the /ogos, or reason, the 
rational part of the soul, and presents a complex picture of their 
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relationship. Ever consistent in his teaching on the fundamental 
unity of the active and the contemplative life, Maximus discerns 
parallel movements of the mind and of reason and suggests that 
the former directs a person’s gnostic activity, while the latter gov- 
erns the activity of the practical life. The mind is placed at the ser- 
vice of the quest for truth. It seeks to probe deeply into the essen- 
tial nature of the cosmos and its divine source. Reason, in turn, 
propels seekers toward virtue:°> 


By means of it the mind, which is also called wisdom, as we 
said, increasing in the habit of contemplation in the ineffable 
silence and knowledge, is led to the truth by enduring and in- 
comprehensible knowledge. For its part, the reason, which we 
called prudence, ends up at the good by means of faith in the 
active engagement of its body in virtue. In both these things 
consists the true science of divine and human matters, the truly 
secure knowledge and term of all divine wisdom according to 
Christians.°° 


Despite the supremacy of the nous, Maximus does not divorce 
it from the remaining human faculties. For him, even more so than 
for Evagrius, human nature constitutes a unified whole. As a per- 
son’s spiritual center, the zous integrates all inner faculties and, in 
response to grace, orients them toward God. In this task, it is aided 
by reason. It is assisted also by the will, a faculty to which the ous 
is so closely linked as to make it impossible for humans to will 
without employing the mind and to use the latter without being 
moved in their inherent faculty of willing. Together with the will, 
the nous chooses to direct desire and love either towards divine 
things or towards things of the flesh. Given Maximus’ emphasis on 
a petson’s inherent power of self-determination,®’ humans are at 
all times free to determine their course of action: 
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No deiform soul is in its essence of greater value than any 
other deiform soul. For when God in His supernal goodness 
creates each soul in His own image, He brings it into being en- 
dowed with self-determination. By exercising this freedom of 
choice each soul either reaffirms its true nobility or through its 
actions deliberately embraces what is ignoble.%* 


Whatever course of action humans may choose, the soul, the 
will, and, as we will see shortly, the body support the nous in its 
every aspiration. Maximus views the mystical quest as a truly inte- 
grative process that depends on thought, intention, emotion, and 
action. Time after time, he proposes the fundamental unity of the 
human composite. The holistic biblical understanding of our nature 
is critical to Maximus’ thought. 

The above comments on Maximian teachings suggest a com- 
plex and sophisticated anthropological doctrine. In many instances, 
Maximus takes Evagrian anthropology as his starting-point and 
elaborates on his predecessor’s system. On other occasions, as, for 
instance, in his exposition of the human will, he presents a doctrine 
that is very much his own.®? What is important to establish at this 
point is Maximus’ debt to the Greek Christian mystical strand for 
providing him with the terminology to explore the intricacies of a 
person’s interior world. Origen’s legacy presented Maximus with a 
philosophical system which allowed for the careful inquiry into the 
stages of the mystical path and their successful traversal. By build- 
ing on this legacy, he was able to outline the ways in which virtuous 
conduct, contemplation, and the highest form of contemplation, 
pure prayer, might bring about an ecstatic union with Divinity. 
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Maximus was able to guide ascetical practitioners toward greater 
internal cohesion and toward the deification of their being. 


The above discussion of Maximus’ anthropological teaching 
provides us with the opportunity to revisit a number of topics ex- 
amined in earlier chapters, most notably the biblical doctrine of the 
heart. Bearing in mind that Maximus points to the zous as the spirti- 
tual center of human beings, the question inevitably arises of 
whether he looks to the heart, the scriptural symbol of our personal 
unity, as a compatible term. Does Maximus, like Origen and Eva- 
grius before him, use both expressions interchangeably, and, if so, 
what might this suggest about the overall orientation of his asceti- 
cal doctrine? Does usage of the concept of the heart endow his 
teaching with a distinctly affective tone, a tone that we are wont to 
associate with the mystical heritage of the ancient Syrian church? 

Maximus’ writings present ample evidence that he embraces 
the biblical language of the heart and that, for him, the compatibil- 
ity of the terms heart and intellect is beyond dispute: 


This applies to those who no longer spend their time on things 
to do with the body, but strive to cleanse the intellect (zous) 
(which the Lord calls ‘heart’ [Aardian]) from hatred and dissipa- 
tion.6 


Given the interchangeable use of both terms, it is of little sur- 
prise that Maximus pays close attention to the heart as the seat of 
spiritual knowledge: 


If, as St Paul says, Christ dwells in our hearts through faith (cf. 
Eph. 3:17), and all the treasures of wisdom and spiritual 
knowledge are hidden in Him (cf. Col. 2:3), then all the treas- 
ures of wisdom and spiritual knowledge are hidden in our 
hearts. 


As suggested in the above words, the heart is the seat of 
knowledge and wisdom because it is God’s dwelling-place. Maxi- 
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mus heralds the idea of the heart as a divine shrine throughout his 
work: 


When God comes to dwell in such a heart, He honours it by 
engraving His own letters on it through the Holy Spirit, just as 
He did on the Mosaic tablets (cf. Exod. 31:18). This He does 
according to the degree to which the heart, through practice of 
the virtues and contemplation, has devoted itself to the admo- 
nition which bids us, in a mystical sense, “Be fruitful and mul- 
tiply’ (Gen. 35:11). 


Maximus’ teaching on the heart is unambiguous. The heart is 
a temple in which Christ resides through faith. It is a place of di- 
vine indwelling, provided it is pure, virtuous, and capable of deep 
meditation. Maximus elaborates on his understanding of the heart 
as the seat of wisdom and as God’s abode in yet another passage. 
In it, he suggests that this inner faculty also serves as “a workshop 
of evil thoughts,” an idea that calls to mind the Syrian conception 
of the heart in terms of an apocalyptic arena, a battlefield between 
the forces of good and evil: 


But in none is He fully present as the author of wisdom except 
in those who have understanding, and who by their holy way 
of life have made themselves fit to receive His indwelling and 
deifying presence. For everyone who does not carry out the di- 
vine will, even though he is a believer, has a heart which, being 
a workshop of evil thoughts, lacks understanding.°° 


Throughout Maximus’ oeuvre, we encounter passages that re- 
flect Syrian influences. According to the theologian, the heart is 
home to virtue and vice; it may be a treasure trove or a place of 
darkness and sin. In its ideal state, that is, after it has been purified 
by virtue and illuminated by contemplation, it is a point of self- 
transcendence in which humans encounter God. Such a heart 
serves as the place where 
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the Logos of God becomes manifest and radiant in us... . In 
those found worthy, the Logos of God is transfigured to the 
degree to which each has advanced in holiness, and He comes 
to them with His angels in the glory of the Father. 


Like his Syrian predecessors and like Macarius in particular, 
Maximus looks to the purified heart as a place illuminated by the 
glory of God. For him, this experience is of such consequence as to 
invite comparison with Christ’s transfiguration on Mount Tabor. 

Maximus’ conception of our innermost self as a temple which, 
“mystically built by peace, becomes in spirit the dwelling-place of 
God,” as well as his reference to the transfiguration and its rendi- 
tion in terms of an intrapsychic process reintroduces us to a preva- 
lent theme of this study: the interiorization of the biblical glory tra- 
dition and the reconceptualization of the temple motif in terms of 
the purified heart. The transformation of the heart into a place of 
theophany is a compelling motif for Maximus and constitutes a 
cornerstone of his mystical teaching. We will now take a closer 
look at this teaching and consider, in particular, the degree to 
which the theologian emphasizes the felt, experiential nature of the 
interior liturgy. 


Maximus’ conception of the encounter with God in the tem- 
ple of the heart as a visceral experience is not difficult to fathom, 
especially if we recall his emphasis on love as the driving force be- 
hind human deification. Let us reiterate that, for Maximus, the 
spiritual life is motivated by love; it is about how we relate to our- 
selves, to others, and to God. Love is the defining feature of 
Christian existence. It purifies the heart and facilitates pure prayer. 
At the final stage of the mystical quest, divine love takes the intel- 
lect out of itself and, carrying it beyond knowledge, allows for an 
ecstatic union with Divinity. Love characterizes the beginning and 
the end of the search for perfection. 
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By insisting on the primacy of love, Maximus alludes to the 
inner, tangible experience of God and the participatory nature of 
the mystical journey.°’ As we have seen, this feature is not absent 
from the theology of Origen and Evagrius. However, it is particu- 
larly pronounced in the mystical thought of the ancient Syrian 
church and vividly calls to mind the Macarian notion of the heart 
as it becomes aware of God’s inner presence. Maximus’ emphasis 
on participatory knowledge of Divinity also evokes the Dionysian 
distinction between the rational theological method and its sym- 
bolic, mystical counterpart. Maximus, for his part, writes: 


According to the wise, we cannot use our intelligence to think 
about God at the same time as we experience Him, or have an 
intellection of Him while we are perceiving Him directly. By 
‘think about God’ I mean speculate about Him on the basis of 
an analogy between Him and created beings. By ‘perceiving 
Him directly’ I mean experiencing divine or supranatural reali- 
ties through participation. . .. What we have said is confirmed 
by the fact that, in general, our experience of a thing puts a 
stop to our thinking about it, and our direct perception of it 
supersedes our intellection of it.°% 


Maximus leaves his audience in no doubt that experiential 
knowledge of God is superior to speculative knowledge. The latter 
is relative, non-patticipatory, and dependent on human constructs. 
It does not suffice to propel humans into the presence of God. For 
this to occur, seekers have a need for knowledge that brings total 
perception of what is known through grace and direct experi- 
ence.° Once the heart is touched by grace and consciously dis- 
cerns the stirrings of holy love, humans apprehend God in an inti- 
mate manner. The notion of the heart as a divine temple is at the 
center of Maximus’ teaching on the visceral experience of God. 
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Maximus expounds his doctrine of the heart and of the heart’s 
role as an interior altar in the Mystagogia, a work on the Eucharistic 
liturgy. In it, he adopts the approach of his predecessors and estab- 
lishes an explicit link between the spiritual altar of the heart or, de- 
pending on his terminology, of the mind and the altar of the 
church: 


And again from another point of view he [Dionysius the Are- 
opagite] used to say that holy Church is like a man because for 
the soul it has the sanctuary, for mind it has the divine altar, 
and for body it has the nave.” 


Maximus devotes the final three chapters of the Mystagogia to 
an illustration of how the movement of the liturgy provides an in- 
terpretation of a person’s inner movement toward God. Like the 
liturgy of the church, the celebration of the interior liturgy intro- 
duces humans to divine life. If Christians offer their pure, moral 
selves from the spiritual altar, they become suffused with heavenly 
light: 


Conversely, man is a mystical church, because through the 
nave which is his body he brightens by virtue the ascetic force 
of the soul by the observance of the commandments in moral 
wisdom. Through the sanctuary of his soul he conveys to God 
in natural contemplation through reason the principles of 
sense purely in spirit cut off from matter. Finally, through the 
altar of the mind he summons the silence abounding in song in 
the innermost recesses of the unseen and unknown utterance 
of divinity by another silence, rich in speech and tone. And as 
far as man is capable, he dwells familiarly within mystical the- 
ology and becomes such as is fitting for one made worthy of 
his indwelling and he is marked with his dazzling splendor.°7! 


The unifying progression from nave, to sanctuary, to altar out- 
lined in the above words is mirrored by the three stages of the mys- 
tical quest which unite body, soul, and mind. Just as the movement 
of the public celebration enables participants to experience the 
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healing power of divine grace, so the movement of the interior lit- 
urgy reverses inner fragmentation and reestablishes divine order. 
As the lower aspects of the soul are brought into accord with rea- 
son, its higher aspect, the soul and the will mutually support the 
nous in its strivings for divine knowledge. These strivings are en- 
hanced by the body which, unhindered by distorting thought pat- 
terns, is in a state of equilibrium and actively engaged in the pursuit 
of virtuous conduct. 

Maximus proposes that the restoration of inner order and the 
reintegration of body, soul, and mind readies Christians for their 
God-given task of mediating between all that has been separated.°” 
Once the order of the personal universe, the microcosm, has been 
reestablished, humans work toward the healing of divisions on a 
macrocosmic level. For Maximus, the existences of the individual, 
of the church, and of the world at large are intimately linked.°” 
Each is a reflection of the other; return to oneness on a personal 
level manifests itself on a communal and cosmic level. 


Reintegration, or unity, is an all-pervasive theme in Maximus’ 
mystical doctrine. Body, soul, and mind are one, as are all members 
of the Christian community. Despite his emphasis on the spirituali- 
zation and interiorization of the liturgy, Maximus never questions 
the importance of embodiment and relatedness. Both aspects of 
human existence are essential to the successful traversal of the mys- 
tical path. Like his predecessors, the theologian believes that the 
severance of ties with materiality inhibits rather than advances the 
apprehension of Divinity. 

If we wish to explore Maximus’ views on human embodiment 
and on the communal life to which the former gives rise, we must 
return to our opening comments on his conception of the hypo- 
static union of divinity and humanity. At that point, it was sug- 
gested that the enfleshment of the Logos made the co-inherence of 
human and divine nature possible without subjecting either to con- 
fusion, change, or division. This co-inherence allowed the Son to 
ascend to the right hand of the Father in his full humanity, that is, 
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in body and soul.” For Maximus, the implications of this teaching 
on the human condition are far-reaching. Christ’s ascension with 
his earthly body, consubstantial with ours, bestowed upon human- 
kind the gift of being deified in its entirety. Body and soul cannot 
be sundered. Like the union of divinity and humanity, the union of 
a person’s material and immaterial nature is indissoluble. The co- 
existence of both realities safeguards the resurrection of the body 
and its participation in eternal life.675 

To be sure, Maximus places the body at the lowest rung of an 
ordered hierarchy that rises through the soul and the intellect to 
God. The body is comparable neither to the sanctuary nor to the 
altar of the church, but rather to its nave. Like Ephrem, who, in his 
Hymns on Paradise, likens the body to the lower slopes of the divine 
mountain, Maximus does not question the superiority of the soul 
over the body and of the intellect over the soul, yet he proposes 
that if this order is maintained, the body, too, gains access to God. 
By virtue of its union with the soul and its vital contributions to the 
mystical quest, the body is not excluded from transformation to 
incorruptible life:676 


Having now completed the stage of growth, the soul receives 
the kind of incorruptible nourishment which sustains the god- 
like perfection granted to it, and receives a state of eternal well- 
being. Then the infinite splendours inherent in this nourish- 
ment ate revealed to the soul, and it becomes god by participa- 
tion in divine grace, ceasing from all activity of intellect and 
sense, and at the same time suspending all the natural opera- 
tions of the body. For the body is deified along with the soul 
through its own corresponding participation in the process of 
deification. Thus God alone is made manifest through the soul 
and the body, since their natural properties have been over- 
come by the superabundance of His glory.” 
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Just as the nave is an integral part of the church and provides 
access to the sanctuary and the altar, just as the divine mountain 
cannot be ascended without first climbing its lower slopes, so God 
cannot be apprehended without the body. Maximus never excludes 
our embodied existence from the luminous encounter with Divin- 
ity. As in Christ, God shines forth through the perfection of hu- 
man nature in its entirety. The body is the site where the accom- 
plishment of the divine plan is manifested.6 In this capacity, it is 
of great importance. 


To answer the question of how exactly the body assists in the 
ascent to God, we need only take another look at Maximus’ expli- 
cation of the human composite as a mystical church. As seen in the 
above citation from the Mystagogia, he proposes that “through the 
nave which is his body he [the Christian] brightens by virtue the 
ascetic force of the soul by the observance of the commandments 
in moral wisdom.” Maximus suggests that knowledge of God 
which is dependent on the pursuit of the active life, i.e. the keeping 
of the commandments and the acquisition of virtue, is rooted in 
the body. The practice of the virtues, including bodily virtues 
which feature, among others, the ministering to people’s needs, %*° 
enables seekers to serve divine love.®8! The practice of virtue allows 
Christians to engage in acts of forgiveness, almsgiving, and inter- 
cession. Embodied existence facilitates exchanges with fellow be- 
ings which, if cultivated and deepened, foster assimilation to God. 
The inherent link between the physical and the relational dimen- 
sions of Christian life and their joined role in bringing about a per- 
son’s transformation is elucidated by Brown in the following 
words: 


The rhythms of the body and, with the body, his concrete so- 
cial relations determined the life of the monk: his continued 
economic dependence on the settled world for food, the hard 
school of day-to-day collaboration with his fellow-ascetics in 
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shared rhythms of labor, and mutual exhortation in the monas- 
teries slowly changed his personality.%°? 


Maximus deepens his discussion of the body as a tool of mys- 
tical ascent by indicating that the pursuit of virtue enables Chris- 
tians to experience a second incarnation, an incarnation in the vir- 
tues: “The divine Logos, who once for all was born in the flesh, 
always in His compassion desires to be born in spirit in those who 
desire Him. He becomes an infant and moulds Himself in them 
through the virtues.”683 Once again, Maximus brings to the fore the 
importance of living the virtuous life, a life which, as we have just 
seen, is based on embodied existence. Daily immersion in good 
works allows seekers to imitate Christ and to manifest God-like 
attributes. As Christ grows within them, they secure their move- 
ment toward Divinity and toward deification.6*4 Maximus harbors 
deep respect for the body, its ability to initiate the growth of virtue, 
and, by doing so, its capacity to heal human fragmentation. 

The reality of physical existence presents humans with con- 
stant challenges. These challenges, whether of a physical or of a 
social nature, are the arena in which a person’s devotion to God is 
tested. As suggested by Brown, embodied existence provides the 
setting in which human consciousness is altered. Maximus’ ascetical 
doctrine attests to this understanding of human transformation. 
Like many of his predecessors, he proposed that perfection is 
forged within a practical, corporeal, and communal context. Deifi- 
cation implies daily encounters with the body and with fellow be- 
ings. It implies the ability to respond to these encounters with hu- 
mility and love. 


Throughout the discussion of Maximus’ mystical thought, we 
have revisited teachings considered in earlier chapters. We have 
seen how the seventh century theologian elaborated on these teach- 
ings and incorporated them into his own system. On the one hand, 
we could argue that Maximus’ ability to unite Origenian and Syrian 
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features with great mastery suggests his gift as an astute theologian 
and synthesizer, which, no doubt, he was. But we might also pro- 
pose that the task of joining elements of Christianity’s two mystical 
legacies was eased by their inherent compatibility. As indicated 
throughout this study, both sets of teachings were articulated with 
the intention of showing how humans might overcome inner frag- 
mentation by embracing the virtuous life and by seeking the purifi- 
cation of their inner selves. Both legacies envisioned prayer as a 
vital tool of progressing toward perfection and of perceiving the 
all-embracing presence of Divinity. They spoke of prayer as an act 
of spiritual worship which transforms the Christian into a divine 
temple. Proponents of the Greek and of the Syrian mystical strand 
viewed the daily challenges of embodied, communal existence as 
unique opportunities to imitate Christ and to attain oneness with 
God. 

Maximus elucidated these ideas with unprecedented insight 
and clarity. His familiarity with the Origenian tradition provided 
him with the philosophical learnedness to refine Evagrius’ views on 
Christian anthropology and spiritual advancement. The Origenian 
legacy taught him how theoretical constructs might be placed 
within a practical context and guide the faithful toward participa- 
tion in divine life. It introduced him to the biblical glory tradition 
and its closely related temple imagery in its interiorized form. 

Through the study of the Syrian mystical legacy, Maximus was 
able to deepen his inquiry into the scriptural tradition of the heart. 
He was able to explore more fully the emotive dimension of the 
ascetical life and to observe how the greatest of virtues, love, might 
propel the soul into the presence of God. While he encountered 
many of these elements in the teachings of the Greek Christian 
world, the heart-centered language of Syrian ascetics, from Aphra- 
hat to Dionysius, infused his teaching with a new degree of tender- 
ness and feeling. The writings of Syrian masters inspired Maximus 
to place his mystical doctrine within a liturgical context and to in- 
sist on the holistic conception of human nature. By doing so and 
by pointing to the incarnation as a pivotal event which ushered in a 
new mode of human existence, Maximus articulated a doctrine of 
prayer that invited a deeply personal, ecstatic encounter with God 
yet did not call for the negation of a person’s social and material 
surrounding. Union with the Unknowable had its humble begin- 
nings in practical, day-to-day existence. The blessed were rapt out- 
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side themselves at the pinnacle of the quest for perfection and 
granted the supreme gift of deification only after toiling long and 
arduously in the physical, communal here and now. 

Perhaps it is this aspect of Maximus’ mystical doctrine, i.e. the 
idea that divine intimacy depends on the embodied, relational na- 
ture of Christian existence, that benefits contemporary seekers the 
most. Like the teaching of his Greek and Syrian predecessors, 
Maximus’ theology reminds today’s mystical pilgrims of the fact 
that the quest for God is rooted in the challenges of daily life. By 
meeting these challenges, they are able to reach beyond former 
limitations and to assimilate to their divine model. Seekers are 
given the opportunity to transcend human conflict and to engage in 
the God-given task of mediating between warring factions. The 
implications of such a doctrine are profound. Commitment to a life 
of inner prayer as envisioned by Maximus promises to reconcile 
humans with themselves and with fellow beings. It promises 
greater unity on a microcosmic and macrocosmic level. In a world, 
such as ours, in which the resolution of human strife is ever a con- 
cern, Maximus’ teaching serves as a constant source of hope and 
inspiration. 


5 RETROSPECTIVE AND PROSPECTIVE 


THE DESERT TRADITION 


Throughout this study, we have considered the influence of Greek 
Christian and Syrian Christian thought on the tradition of the 
prayer of the heart. In the exploration of the biblical motif of the 
heart, its early Christian usage, its interpretation as God’s temple, 
and its inherent link with embodied, relational existence, we have 
not had occasion to examine the impact that the Christian teachers 
of late antique Egypt exerted over this ancient tradition. While we 
examined the ascetical theology of Evagtrius, a writer who owed 
much to the teachings of the Egyptian desert fathers, we did so 
primarily with the intention of tracing the influence of Origenian 
thought on his mystical doctrine. The following brief discussion of 
the desert tradition is presented in the hope of rectifying this omis- 
sion in some small measure and of allowing for fuller coverage of 
the prayer of the heart. A glance ahead at Byzantine hesychasm, 
which is to follow this retrospective, will round off the chapter and 
highlight the debt of medieval ascetics to early Christian thought. 


As we begin our inquiry into the mystical teaching of late an- 
tique Egypt, it is helpful to call attention to the important synthe- 
sizing role that the desert tradition played from the fifth century 
onward.°> Reasons for this development are largely of a textual 
nature. By the fifth century, Syrian literature on prayer had begun 
to be available in the Greek language. Simultaneously, the teachings 
of the Origenian tradition were becoming more widely known. 
McGuckin describes the effect of this development in the follow- 
ing manner: 





685 McGuckin (2001), p. 55. 
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Both Syrian and Origenian Christian thought came into close 
proximity in Egypt with local African patterns of spirituality. 
The resultant mix was potent, and characterized a richly poly- 
chromatic spiritual doctrine after the late fourth century which 
Byzantium adopted and exported to the wider Christian 
world.686 


If we take a moment to consider the teaching of Egyptian 
abbas prior to the fifth century, we encounter a doctrine that is 
characterized by a deep awareness of the necessity for inner purity 
and for the constant guarding of the heart against the pouring in of 
demonic thoughts. This predominantly “Niptic”6ć87 approach is ex- 
emplified in the following passages: 


The first work of a monk is to offer pure prayer to God with 
nothing reprehensible on his conscience. . . . Then if, as we 
said before, we stand before God with a pure heart and free 
from all the passions and vices we have mentioned, we can, in- 
sofar as this is possible, see even God. 688 


I want you to know, my children, that I cease not to pray to 
God for you night and day, that He may open for you the eyes 
of your hearts, to see the many hidden malignities which the 
evil spirits pour upon us daily in this present time. I want God 
to give you a heart of knowledge and a spirit of discernment, 
that you may be able to offer your hearts as a pure sacrifice be- 
fore the Father, in great holiness and without blemish.%? 


The above citations address the importance of becoming 
awate of demonic schemings, of preventing the ignition of distort- 
ing passions, and of approaching God with a watchful, knowing 


686 McGuckin (2001), p. 55. 

687 As McGuckin points out, the “Niptic” tradition is concerned with 
guarding the heart’s awareness against the stream of defiling passions that 
prevents deep contemplation of God; see McGuckin (1999), p. 76. 

688 The Additions of Rufinus I 22-28, in The Lives of the Desert Fathers, 
trans. Norman Russell (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1981), p. 
146. 

689 Antony, Letters 6, in Antony the Great: The Letters of St. Antony, trans. 
Derwas J. Chitty (Oxford: SLG Press, 1975), p. 18. 
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heart. The first generation of Egyptian desert fathers was acutely 
awate of the need to preserve the heart’s purity, a biblical teaching 
which, as we have seen, also features prominently in early Christian 
Greek and Syrian thought. The above citations, especially the latter 
words by the renowned desert father Antony, also reintroduce us 
to the by now familiar idea of the heart as a liturgical site. A pas- 
sage by Ammonas, Antony’s great disciple, further suggests that the 
concept of the heart as a place of divine revelation, although not 
yet fully developed, is not absent from the writings of the early 
abbas: 


Night and day I pray that the power of God may increase in 
you, and reveal to you the great mysteries of the Godhead, 
which it is not easy for me to utter with the tongue, because 
they are great and are not of this world, and are not revealed 
save only to those who have purified their hearts from every 
defilement.”° 


Yet despite mention of the heart as a site of theophany, the 
earliest Egyptian fathers drew on the biblical tradition of the heart 
primarily to encourage the guarding of thoughts, the discernment 
of evil, and the adherence to ascetical practice.©! They did so with- 
out presenting a coherent doctrine of inner prayer. Advice on the 
purification of the heart and on engagement in prayer was still un- 
systematic and spontaneous. Ascetics seeking divine aide were en- 
couraged to 


Just stretch out your hands and say “Lord, as you will and as 
you know best, have mercy.” And if the conflict grows fiercer, 
say “Lord, help!’ He knows very well what we need and he 
shows us his mercy.°? 


For a more detailed exposition on the inner path of prayer 
and for greater emphasis on the purified heart as the altar of God’s 
radiant presence, we have to look beyond the Niptic writings of the 


6°0 Ammonas, Letters 6, in The Letters of Ammonas, Successor of Saint An- 
ton, trans. Derwas J. Chitty (Oxford: SLG Press, 1979), p. 7. 

6°! McGuckin (1999), p. 79. 

692 Macarius the Great 19, in Ward (1984), p. 131. 
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early desert fathers to the later Sinaic tradition.°°3 Here, we encoun- 
ter the work of John Climacus (c. 575-c. 650), the Abbot of Sinai 
monastery, who, in The Ladder of Divine Ascent, provides systematic 
guidance on the quest for higher psychic awareness. The following 
words reveal the ascetic’s insight into the nature of spiritual ad- 
vancement. They also indicate his familiarity with the biblical tem- 
ple motif and its interiorization: 


To keep a regular watch over the heart is one thing; to guard 
the heart by means of the mind is another for the mind is the 
tuler and high priest offering spiritual sacrifices to Christ. 
When heaven’s holy fire lays hold of the former, it burns them 
because they still lack purification. .. . But as for the latter, it 
enlightens them in proportion to the perfection they have 
achieved. It is one and the same fire that is called that which 
consumes (cf. Heb. 12:29) and that which illuminates (cf. John 
1:9),694 


A further prominent theologian of the Sinaic tradition is the 
eighth century Abbot Hesychius. Like John Climacus, Hesychius 
gives detailed instruction on the pursuit of the mystical life and 
discusses the biblical notion of the heart by emphasizing the need 
for the constant purification of this inner dimension and its vital 
function as a place of divine theophany. Hesychius writes: 


We have learned from experience that for one who wishes to 
purify his heart it is a truly great blessing constantly to invoke 
the name of the Lord Jesus against his intelligible enemies. No- 
tice how what I speak of from experience concurs with the tes- 
timony of Scripture. ... Our Lord Himself says: “Without Me 
you can do nothing. If a man dwells in Me, and I in him, then 
he brings forth much fruit’; . . . Prayer is a great blessing, and it 


6°3 McGuckin (2001), p. 61. 

6°4 John Climacus, Ladder 28, in John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine 
Ascent, trans. Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1982), p. 280. 
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embraces all blessings, for it purifies the heart, in which God is 
seen by the believer.°> 


On the one hand, the writings of John Climacus and Hesy- 
chius are of interest for expounding on the scriptural concept of 
the heart and for suggesting its interiorization, a feature which we 
have come to associate with much early Christian mystical thought. 
At the same time, they are of great value for providing concrete 
instruction on the invocation of the holy name. As suggested by 
Hesychius’ above words, the repetition of the Lord’s name was 
considered a crucial aid against demonic attack. Both theologians 
believed that this practice kept the mind preoccupied and facilitated 
the undistracted meditation on God. It was an explicit confession 
of faith through which seekers entered into a personal relationship 
with the incarnate Logos.%° The continual recitation of the holy 
name, accompanied by a deep sense of penthos and an appeal for 
God’s mercy,” was the strongest of weapons in heaven and on 
earth. It allowed Christians to chastise their enemies and to pro- 
cure divine protection. 

John Climacus as well as Hesychius are of lasting significance 
to the dissemination of the Jesus Prayer, as the invocation of the 
Lord’s name came to be known.% Their contributions are all the 
greater for having introduced to this practice a physical dimension. 
Hesychius advised his disciples to combat evil by letting the words 
of prayer “cleave to your breath.”7 Here, we may have a first indi- 
cation that early Christians sought to overcome demonic maneu- 
vers and to deepen relations with God by relying on the somatic 
technique of coordinating the words uttered in prayer with the 
rhythm of the breath.”! Similar advice is given by John Climacus, 





6°5 Hesychius of Sinai, Watchfulness 62, in Philokalia 1, p. 173. 

696 Ware (1997c), p. 403. 

67 Ware (1997c), p. 404. 

6°8 John Climacus, Ladder 27, in Luibheid and Russell (1982), p. 200. 

6°9 The most common form of the Jesus Prayer is the recitation of 
the short phrase “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.” 

700 Hesychius of Sinai, Watchfulness 182, in Philokalia 1, pp. 194-195. 

701 Ware (1997c), p. 408. 
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who cautioned novices to “let the remembrance of Jesus be present 
with your every breath,.”’70 


Two further ascetical teachers who are of interest to this dis- 
cussion of the desert tradition and its important role in shaping the 
prayer of the heart are the fifth century Bishop of Photike, Diado- 
chus,” and the sixth century Archimandrite of Gaza, Doro- 
theus.74 

Diadochus’ contributions are of a twofold nature. He made 
ample use of the Jesus Prayer, believing that the repetition of the 
same formula was essential if the intellect was to be brought from a 
diversity of thoughts and images to a state of single-pointed con- 
centration on God.” By replacing the array of monologistic for- 
mulae commonly used among the early desert fathers with the uni- 
form invocation of the holy name, Diadochus accelerated the 
spread of the Jesus Prayer, which came to be viewed (and contin- 
ues to be viewed) as the prayer par excellence of Eastern Christian 
Orthodoxy. Its simplicity was seen as a powerful tool of reaching 
“beyond language into silence, beyond discursive thinking into in- 
tuitive awareness”’:706 


When we have blocked all its outlets by means of the remem- 
brance of God, the intellect requires of us imperatively some 
task which will satisfy its need for activity. For the complete 
fulfillment of its purpose we should give it nothing but the 
prayer ‘Lord Jesus’. ‘No one’, it is written, ‘can say “Lord Je- 
sus” except in the Holy Spirit’ (1 Cor. 12:3). Let the intellect 
continually concentrate on these words within its inner shrine 
with such intensity that it is not turned aside to any mental im- 


702 John Climacus, Ladder 27, in Luibheid and Russell (1982), p. 270. 

703 Although Photike is located in Greece, Diadochus appears to have 
had close contact with the desert tradition and, for this reason, has been 
included in this discussion; see McGuckin (2001), p. 62. 

74 Dorotheus was a Syrian by origin but became closely associated 
with the desert tradition after his arrival in Egypt to study with famous 
spiritual elders; see McGuckin (2001), p. 70. 

705 Ware (1986), p. 178. 

706 Ware (1986), p. 178. 
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ages. Those who meditate unceasingly upon this glorious and 
holy name in the depths of their heart can sometimes see the 
light of their own intellect.” 


From the above lines, we can infer that Diadochus was of im- 
portance to the tradition of the prayer of the heart not only for 
championing the use of the holy name but also for articulating a 
doctrine of inner prayer that synthesized elements of Greek and 
Syrian Christian mystical teachings. The concept of the nous was as 
familiar to him as biblical heart language. His emphasis on prayer 
as the laying aside of thoughts and mental images is clearly Eva- 
grian in inspiration, as is his belief that the Jesus Prayer allows prac- 
titioners to attain a vision of “the light of their own intellect.” Par- 
ticularly reminiscent of Syrian mystical teachings—even if not ab- 
sent from the writings of Origenian theologians—is Diadochus’ 
interest in the liturgical conceptualization of the heart in terms of 
an inner shrine. His commitment to the felt experience of God, a 
sentiment that can be detected throughout his writings, is likewise 
suggestive of Syrian influences, although it is once again important 
to note that this feature is also present in the works of noetic au- 
thors. 


With Dorotheus, the chief disciple of the renowned spiritual 
elders Barsanuphius and John of Gaza, we encounter yet another 
great synthesizer of the Egyptian desert. Like Diadochus, he was 
instrumental in the joining of Christianity’s Greek, Egyptian, and 
Syrian mystical strands for later Byzantine monasticism.7% Like 
Diadochus, Dorotheus suggested that the Jesus Prayer was an all- 
important means of remembering Divinity continually and of invit- 
ing its revelation in the human heart. He, too, looked to this inner 
region as the spiritual center of human beings. In the heart, asceti- 
cal practitioners drew uniquely close to God and perceived the 
pouring in of divine grace. The visceral nature of this experience is 


707 Diadochus of Photike, On Spiritual Knowledge 59, in Philokalia 1, p. 
270. 
708 McGuckin (2001), p. 71. 
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conveyed in an account which Dorotheus supplied of his own 
transformative encounter with the Lord. He writes: 


Then he stood in front of me and, stretching out his hand, 
touched me on the breast and tapped me on the chest with his 
fingers, saying: 


I waited, I waited for the Lord 

And he stooped down to me; 

He heard my cry. 

He drew me from the deadly pit, 
from the mirery clay. 

He set my feet upon a tock 
and made my footsteps firm. 

He put a new song into my mouth, [a song of] 
praise of our God. 


He repeated all these verses three times, tapping me on the 
chest, as I said. Then he departed. And immediately light 
flooded my mind and there was joy in my heart with comfort 
and sweetness. I was a different man.’ 


As indicated by this passage, Dorotheus was very aware of the 
physical dimension of inner prayer. For him, as for many of his 
predecessors, the presence of Divinity manifested itself on a so- 
matic level. Likewise suggestive of earlier theologians was Doro- 
theus’ insistence on the inherently relational setting of a prayerful 
existence. Exposure to a tightly knit social network served to re- 
shape a person’s inner world and to guide the soul toward spiritual 
advancement. Ordinary communal life gave all Christians, each in 
their own right, the opportunity to seek reconciliation with fellow 
beings and with God: 


If we are one body each is a member of the other. . . . Let each 
one give assistance to the body according to his ability and take 
care to help one another, whether it is a matter of teaching and 


79 Dorotheus of Gaza, Disc 5, in Dorotheus of Gaza: Discourses and Say- 
ings, trans. Eric P. Wheeler (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publicatons, 1977), 
p. 128. 


RETROSPECTIVE AND PROSPECTIVEN 239 


putting the word of God into the heart of a brother, or of con- 
soling him in time of trouble or of giving a hand with work 
and helping him. In a word, as I was saying, each one accord- 
ing to his means should take care to be at one with everyone 
else, for the more one is united to his neighbor the more he is 
united to God.7!9 


The above inquiry into the mystical teachings of the early 
Christian desert tradition, while cursory, has hopefully indicated 
some of the ways in which these teachings contributed to the shap- 
ing of the prayer of the heart. The earliest Egyptian abbas are of 
particular renown for emphasizing the need to watch over the heart 
so as to protect it against distracting thoughts and distorting pas- 
sions. The later spiritual elders, for their part, are of great interest 
for advocating the uniform invocation of the Lord’s name and, 
hence, for disseminating the Jesus Prayer. They proposed that the 
recitation of this brief prayer was the quintessential means of ex- 
pressing sorrow over past sins and of appealing for divine mercy. 
The Jesus Prayer enabled ascetics to move beyond the clamor of 
demonic voices and to enter a state of stillness in which God’s 
presence could be discerned. 

The somatic dimension with which ascetics of the desert tradi- 
tion endowed the practice of inner prayer accelerated this process 
and insured that the prayer of the heart never lost its essentially 
embodied character. The intermarriage of this particular Egyptian 
feature with the holistic outlook of Greek and Syrian mystical 
thought established the Jesus Prayer as a powerful means of wor- 
shipping God in a truly integral fashion. The teaching of desert 
fathers, such as Dorotheus, which advanced the need for human 
relatedness vouchsafed that the practice of inner prayer was to fa- 
cilitate not only the unity of body and soul but also of the individ- 
ual and the community. 





710 Dorotheus of Gaza, Disc 6, in Wheeler (1977), p. 138. 
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THE MEDIEVAL HESYCHASTS 


The desert tradition, while similar to the Greek and Syrian tradi- 
tions in many respects, distinguished itself from these by proposing 
that the uniform invocation of the Lord’s name become the pri- 
mary means of entering into transformative relations with God. 
The prominence that Egyptian elders, especially elders of later gen- 
erations, placed on the Jesus Prayer and its somatic techniques 
proved to be deeply influential. Foremost among subsequent advo- 
cates of this particular form of prayer were the medieval hesy- 
chasts. For them, as for their Egyptian predecessors, the continu- 
ous recitation of the holy name was a vital tool for experiencing the 
direct presence of Divinity. To elucidate the degree to which Byz- 
antine hesychasts drew on Egyptian as well as Greek and Syrian 
ascetical thought in order to articulate their doctrine of inner 
prayer, we will now consider the teaching of three medieval au- 
thors, Symeon the New Theologian, Gregory of Sinai, and Gregory 
Palamas. Since the objective is not to explore their teaching in any 
depth but rather to point to instances in which its debt to early 
Christian thought is particularly pronounced, this will be but a brief 
discussion. 


Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022) entered the monastic 
life after experiencing overwhelming visions of light and seeing the 
radiance of Christ directly.”!! This biographical note addresses a 
major feature of the theologian’s mystical teaching. For Symeon, 
the direct, personal experience of God was of the utmost impor- 
tance. He insisted that only people who have experienced the vi- 
sion of light are qualified to teach and to guide novices along the 
mystical path. “Knowledge,” he argued, “is not the light! Rather, it 
is the light that is knowledge.’ And yet, he pointed out, “we 
shamelessly presume to teach the multitude about the light of 


711 McGuckin (2001), p. 110. 

712 Symeon the New Theologian, Disc 28.7, in Symeon the New Theolo- 
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knowledge, and even to show them the light of knowledge it- 
self??’715 

Symeon’s emphasis on the direct experience of Divinity and 
his proposition that the deifying union with God is characterized 
by radiant light is strongly reminiscent of early Christian teachings 
we have considered in this study. We cannot but be reminded of 
the many instances in which Greek, Syrian, and, given our brief 
prior discussion, Egyptian ascetics of the ancient church subordi- 
nated the intellectual inquiry into the nature of the divine to its vis- 
ceral perception. We cannot fail to recall the many early Christian 
references to the encounter with God in terms of a luminous ex- 
perience, evoking Macarius’ theology of light in particular. 

A further feature that is prominent in Symeon’s mystical doc- 
trine and that suggests a debt to earlier teachings is his emphasis on 
the passionate nature of the divine-human relationship. Symeon’s 
devotion to Christ as the soul’s mentor and companion was pro- 
nounced. The Son of God, he proposed, serves as guide to all 
Christians who have turned their backs on sin and yearn for divine 
communion. Symeon writes: 


Let us all from now on seek Him, who alone is capable of free- 
ing us from our shackles! 

And let us eagerly desire Him, whose beauty fills all thoughts 
and every heart 

with wonder, wounds all souls and wings them towards love. 

It attaches and unites them with God forever. 

Yes, my brothers, run by means of your actions towards Him, 

yes, my friends, stand up, yes, do not be outstripped.’ 


The emphasis Symeon places on the soul’s deep longing for 
intimate contact with Christ endows his teaching with a distinctly 
heart-centered tenor. In the heart, God draws uniquely close to 
humankind and is apprehended viscerally. Here, Deity takes up 
permanent residence and imparts its heavenly glory: 


713 Symeon the New Theologian, Disc 28.7, in deCatanzaro (1980), p. 
301. 
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In amazement, I admire the splendor of His beauty, 

and how, having opened the heavens, the Creator inclined 

and showed me His glory, indescribable, marvelous. 

And so who would draw nearer to Him? 

Or how would he be carried away towards measureless 
heights? 

While I reflect on this, He Himself is discovered within myself, 

resplendent in the interior of my miserable heart, 

illuminating me on all sides with His immortal splendor, 

completely intertwined with me, He embraces me totally.” 


In accordance with the writings of Christian authors consid- 
ered in this study, Symeon is greatly invested in the reconceptuali- 
zation of the biblical glory tradition and views the heart as a site of 
divine theophany and an interior altar. Like the church and the ex- 
terior altar, it serves as Christ’s tabernacle.”!° If the Savior is made 
present to the liturgical assembly during the celebration of the 
Eucharist, he manifests himself equally in the hearts of the faithful. 
The physical as well as the spiritual temple allow for a person’s as- 
similation to Christ and oneness with God. 

Symeon’s interest in the temple motif is of importance not 
only for heralding its interiorization but also for revealing the theo- 
logian’s deep devotion to the liturgy of the church, in particular to 
the Eucharist. According to Symeon, the reception of the body and 
blood of Christ is an all-important means by which Christians as- 
similate to their Savior. Participation in the Eucharistic rite implies 
the mingling of human flesh with the body of Christ.” Conformity 
to the Lord is of lasting consequence in every respect, including the 


physical: 


How have You clothed me with the brilliant garment, 





715 Symeon the New Theologian, Hymns 16, in Maloney (1976), p. 58. 
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vivid with the splendor of immortality, 

which changes all my members into light? 

I am beyond myself thinking 

what I was, what I have become—O marvel! 

I am attentive, I experience within me a respect, 

a reverence, a fear, as if in Your presence, 

and I do not know what to do, having become all timid; 
where to sit down, whom to approach 

and where to place these members which are Yours.7!8 


In his regard for the human body which, as the above lines 
suggest, can become one with the glorified body of the Lord, 
Symeon mirrors the holistic outlook of his predecessors. He, too, 
views the body as God’s temple and as a valuable instrument of 
spiritual advancement. With Symeon, we encounter a theologian 
who believed that all of human nature is transfigured and illumined 
by the glory of God, for “the soul, when dispassionate, sanctifies 
the body with its own luminosity and with the radiance of the Holy 
Spirit.”7! 


Symeon also embraced the relational dimension of Christian 
existence. On the one hand, this feature is exemplified by the litur- 
gical orientation of his doctrine. For the Byzantine theologian, mys- 
tical theology and ecclesial theology were closely interwoven. By 
joining the fellowship of the mystery and by partaking of the 
Eucharist, ascetics embarked on a life of active service and com- 
munal outreach, designed to facilitate direct contact with Divinity. 

The relational nature of Symeon’s theology is further empha- 
sized by his insistence on the need for a spiritual guide. The elev- 
enth century monk did not believe that the quest for God can be 
undertaken in isolation and looked to the spiritual elder as an im- 
portant companion throughout the arduous quest for divine inti- 
macy. Spiritual guides, he proposed, hold multiple functions and 


718 Symeon the New Theologian, Hymns 2, in Maloney (1976), p. 17. 

719 Symeon the New Theologian, PT 58, in Philokalia 4, trans. G. E. 
H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware (London: Faber and Faber, 
1995), p. 36. 
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serve as physicians, counselors, intercessors, mediators, and spon- 
sors of the soul.” As physicians, they care for the soul that has 
fallen ill and nurture it back to health. As teachers, they suggest 
approptiate ways of repentance and purification. Through prayer, 
spiritual elders mediate between their charges and God. Like all 
church fathers examined in these pages, Symeon was convinced 
that spiritual development depends on the guidance and mediating 
activity of Christians further advanced along the mystical path. In- 
dividuals who have experienced the vision of radiant glory first- 
hand are in a unique position to sensitize seekers to expressions of 
divine life in themselves and in the created order. 

These brief comments on key elements of Symeon’s ascetical 
thought have hopefully shown that the theologian drew on many 
eatly Christian teachings to present a doctrine that was experiential, 
heart-centered, and holistic in approach. In many respects, Symeon 
was deeply indebted to Origen and Evagrius. He adopted their tri- 
adic outline of the mystical path and viewed the progressive purifi- 
cation, illumination, and perfection of a person’s innermost self as 
the quintessential means of drawing into the presence of God. 
Symeon believed that only a person who has won the Christian 
battle against demonic thoughts and wayward impulses can enter a 
state of inner stillness and restore the soul’s divine image to its 
original splendor. 

But Symeon was no less indebted to Christianity’s Syrian heri- 
tage. In his emphasis on the need for purity of heart, on God’s 
movement to take command of a person’s essential self, and on the 
radiant nature of the encounter with Divinity, the theologian drew 
on elements especially pronounced in the mystical thought of this 
eatly Christian tradition. He also paid tribute to the ascetical teach- 
ing of the ancient Syrian church by emphasizing the passionate 
nature of the divine-human encounter, although it is worth reiterat- 
ing that Origen’s description of the soul’s union with Divinity was 
every bit as passionate. Symeon’s insistence on inner purity and on 
the need to pay close attention to the physical stirrings of the heart 
during prayer also suggests familiarity with the theology of the de- 
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sert tradition. Likewise reminiscent of Egyptian teaching is his un- 
derstanding of prayer as the continual remembrance and invocation 
of the Lord. 

Symeon’s mystical doctrine proved to be deeply influential 
and became a constitutive part of later Athonite monasticism. It 
prepared the way for the full blossoming of the prayer of the heart 
in thirteenth and fourteenth century Byzantium.’ The theologian’s 
teaching guaranteed that his hesychast successors would be ever 
committed to the experiential encounter with God. Moreover, like 
him, they were to articulate an ascetical doctrine that viewed the 
body and the community as vital to union with Divinity. At the 
forefront of these theologians was Gregory of Sinai (c. 1255-1346), 
a hesychast who presented a teaching greatly invested in the physi- 
cal dimension of inner prayer. Let us take a moment to consider 
prominent features of his legacy. 


Reminiscent of Symeon the New Theologian, Gregory of Si- 
nai looked to the thought of his early Christian predecessors to 
articulate a doctrine on the soul’s deifying union with God. This 
doctrine was characterized by an abiding belief in prayer as an inte- 
rior liturgy celebrated in the sanctuary of the heart. For Gregory, 
ptayer was a means of offering up “the Lamb of God upon the 
altar of the soul.’”’’”3 Prayer was “a joyous fire kindled in the 
heart”? and “a vigorous sweet-scented light.”725 If Gregory’s asso- 
ciation of prayer with the heart, with light, and with fire suggests 
Syrian influences, his characterization of prayer in terms of “the 
noetic activity of the intellect’ and of “the origin of true and ab- 
solute Wisdom”? reveals familiarity with Greek Christian termi- 
nology. Like Symeon, but also like theologians of the early church, 
Gregory presented his teaching on the luminous encounter with 
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God in the human heart by drawing on philosophical as well as 
biblical language. 

Gregory also looked to the ascetical doctrine of the church fa- 
thers to present his views on the body and its prominent role in the 
soul’s progressive transformation. Ever committed to the holistic 
conception of human nature, he drew attention to the physical di- 
mension of the mystical life and the innate unity of the material and 
the spiritual realm by suggesting that the words uttered in prayer be 
correlated with the movement of breath. In his emphasis on the 
usage of this somatic technique, he was especially indebted to the 
teaching of the Egyptian desert fathers. Drawing on John Climacus 
and Hesychius, Gregory advised his audience to “let mindfulness 
of Jesus be united to your breathing, and then you will know the 
blessings of stillness.”78 As a further means of heightening practi- 
tioners’ sense of the body and its role in the facilitation of divine 
intimacy, Gregory suggested that they pay careful attention to their 
physical heart beat and conceive of it as a metronome which keeps 
time in parallel with individual breaths and the silent words of 
prayer.’?° 

Awareness of breath and the beating of the heart during 
prayer was one valuable device Gregory advocated to heighten a 
person’s capacity to focus on God. The Byzantine hesychast took 
the idea that assimilation to Christ involves the physical dimension 
of human existence one step further by suggesting that practitio- 
ners adopt a specific bodily posture during prayer. He proposed 
that sitting on a seat about nine inches high, with head tucked into 
chest, facilitated the process of drawing the intellect down into the 
heart and of quieting the clamor of demonic voices.” The posture 
of the body helped the mind to extricate itself from the teeming 
thoughts with which it was afflicted and allowed for the entry of an 
inner stillness in which God’s presence could be discerned. For 
Gregory, something as seemingly inconsequential as physical pos- 
ture had a profound effect on our spiritual state and opened the 
path to a greater dimension of reality. 
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By synthesizing the mystical doctrine of his ancestors and 
deepening its body-centered outlook, Gregory contributed greatly 
to the flowering of the prayer of the heart. Especially his teaching 
on the use of somatic tools, tools which were first introduced by 
the desert fathers and which Gregory embraced whole-heartedly, 
proved to be of lasting influence. A further figure of great impor- 
tance to the propagation of early Christian teachings on inner 
prayer was Gregory Palamas (c. 1296-1359), a priest, theologian, 
and avid defender of the Athonite monastic tradition. Gregory was 
the most theological of the hesychast founding fathers,”! and, as 
we will see in the upcoming pages, supplied hesychasm with a sub- 
stantial theological frame of reference. 


A true disciple of his early Christian forefathers, Gregory 
Palamas placed great emphasis on experiential knowledge of God 
in prayer. He harbored a deep belief that, even in this age, humans 
can participate in the divine mysteries and the angelic liturgy 
through prayer.” In unison with his predecessors and with Diony- 
sius in particular, Gregory insisted on God’s utter incomprehensi- 
bility. For him, the immediate perception of God remained, at 
heart, a mystery. While Gregory believed that humans are capable 
of experiencing direct contact with Divinity through its energies, he 
argued that its essence remains forever hidden.” 

Like Symeon and Gregory of Sinai, Gregory Palamas was a 
skillful synthesizer of Christianity’s mystical legacies, and he dem- 
onstrated the ability to join elements of the Greek and the Syrian 
Christian strands in his anthropological teaching. Drawing on the 
Origenian notion of the zous as well as on biblical heart language, 
Gregory proposed that humans effect their progressive deification 
by pulling the zous down into the heart. If the mind returns to it- 
self, that is, if it escapes the grips of passion and focuses all of its 
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attention on Divinity,”4 it is able to journey back to the heart, to 
discover therein the inner image of God, and to make this interior 
region its true home. According to Gregory, the ability of the intel- 
lect to nestle in the heart allows Christians to enter the “sacred 
kingdom of love’’’> and to experience divine grace viscerally. 
Gregory’s ability to balance the concepts of nous and kardia attests 
to his fluency in Greek as well as Syrian Christian thought. 

Gregory further demonstrated mastery of both sets of teach- 
ing in his doctrine on the soul’s ascent into the presence of God. 
Distinct Origenian and Evagrian influences can be detected in his 
emphasis on the necessity to combat /ogismoi and the uncontrollable 
desires they evoke. Greek Christian doctrine also guided his views 
on the virtuous life and on the need to attain dispassion. The fol- 
lowing words, in which Gregory addresses the inner state of the 
hesychast who has entered the stage of illumination, reveal the ex- 
tent of his debt to the noetic mystical tradition and its doctrine on 
the soul’s triadic progression: 


This gives birth to a godlike, unmatched and stable state of vir- 
tue as well as to a disposition that has no or little inclination to 
sin. It is then that the intellect is illuminated by the divine Lo- 
gos who enables it to perceive clearly the inner essences—the 
/ogoi—of created things and on account of its purity reveals to 
it the mysteries of nature. In this way, through relationships of 
correspondence the perceiving and trusting intelligence is 
raised up to the apprehension of supranatural realities, an ap- 
prehension that the Father of the Logos communicates 
through an immaterial union.”6 


Gregory’s reference in the above citation to the progressive il- 
lumination of the intellect and to its ability to discern ever more 
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clearly the archetypal reality of the universe vividly calls to mind the 
mystical teaching of Origen and Evagrius. Other Gregorian writ- 
ings have a distinctly Syrian tenor and suggest his deep commit- 
ment to biblical lore: 


If, as the Psalmist says, ‘All the glory of the king’s daughter is 
within’ (Ps. 45:13 LXX), how shall we seek it somewhere with- 
out? And if, as St Paul says, “God has sent forth His Spirit into 
our hearts, crying: “Abba Father” (cf. Gal. 4:6), how shall we 
not pray in union with the Spirit that is in our hearts? . . . “An 
upright heart’, says Solomon, ‘seeks conscious awareness’ (cf. 
Prov. 27:21 LXX), the awareness or perception which he else- 
where calls noetic and divine (cf. Prov. 2:5 LXX) .737 


These examples, while brief, allow us to observe Gregory’s 
loyalty to the Hellenic and Semitic heritage of Christianity’s mysti- 
cal tradition. In some instances, the theologian drew on Greek ter- 
minology to present his teaching on the soul’s ascent. On other 
occasions, he favored the biblical notion of the heart. Like so many 
of his predecessors, Gregory believed that noetic and heart- 
centered language captured the same divine reality. Reference to 
the illuminated intellect as well as to the upright heart suggested an 
inner transformative process that culminated in the deification of 
human nature. 

Gregory’s commitment to the mystical legacies of the ancient 
church does not end here. He, too, adopted a distinctly pro-body 
stance. Taking the incarnation as his starting point and hailing its 
life-giving properties, the theologian insisted that the Christ-event 
allowed for the transfiguration of the whole person, body and soul. 
The soul “uses as an instrument the body, which by nature co- 
exists with it.”738 For Gregory, the body was never an inherent evil. 
Through its enfleshment, the Logos established a new relation with 
creation and gave all matter, including the body, the potential to 
serve as a vehicle of the Spirit. Revitalized by the latter, the body 
was able to conform to its model, the incarnate Christ, and to be- 
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come a supple instrument of spiritual advancement.”? While Greg- 
ory agreed with his predecessors that matter is not compatible with 
the essence of the mind, he proposed that its corruptibility and 
composite nature can be overcome once it “truly begins to live, 
having acquired a form of life conformable to the union with 
Christ.”74° 

Gregory’s belief in the value of the body is further empha- 
sized by his vigorous defense of the use of somatic techniques dur- 
ing prayer, especially techniques advocated by Gregory of Sinai in 
accordance with the teachings of the Egyptian desert fathers.” A 
staunch supporter of the Jesus Prayer, Gregory Palamas argued that 
the adoption of a physical posture conducive to focusing the eyes 
on the inner place of the heart and to the controlling of the breath 
was an important means of seeing the light of Divinity.” 

If Gregory embraced the holistic conception of humankind, 
he likewise embraced its relational nature. Hence, he advised that 
the existence of the hesychast be at all times rooted in the here and 
now. The hesychast works “for the life of the world.”’ Gregory 
looked to involvement in the church and its network of social rela- 
tions as a valuable means of deepening divine-human intimacy. If 
Christians forced themselves “to use the things of this world in 
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conformity with the commandments of God,” he believed that 
they were able to turn their backs on evil and to enter a state of 
impassibility conducive to the engendering of love for the unique 
Good.’ The fervent endeavor to do God’s will in the world pro- 
vided humans with the opportunity to effect their inner purification 
and to offer a living sacrifice. Gregory was ever committed to the 
early Christian understanding that seekers engage in the quest for 
God within the context of ordinary, day-to-day existence. 


Here we conclude this cursory overview of the early Christian 
desert tradition and of medieval hesychasm. By looking back to the 
Egyptian desert and forward to the Byzantine Empire, the attempt 
has been made to indicate how the intermarriage of Greek and Syr- 
ian ascetical doctrines shaped the teaching of both traditions. The 
desert fathers and the founders of hesychasm alike drew on phi- 
losophical constructs as well as biblical heart imagery to describe 
the ways in which humans might be united with God in an experi- 
ential manner. The inquiry into the teaching of both traditions has 
also shown how prominent of a place Egyptian and Byzantine as- 
cetics accorded to the invocation of the holy name. First imple- 
mented in the Egyptian desert, the Jesus Prayer rose to prominence 
in medieval Byzantium, where it was vigorously defended and 
where it came to be viewed as the tool par excellence of transcending 
human fragmentation. 
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In the discussion of the prayer of the heart, its origins, its salient 
features, and its development, we have traveled far. We began with 
an inquiry into biblical anthropology and came to see that the He- 
braic notion of the pure, gentle, and open heart guided the mystical 
thought of the early church to a decisive degree. Christian theologi- 
ans knew that direct communion with God depended on the ability 
to empty the heart of evil and to bring thoughts, feelings, wishes, 
and actions into accord with the divine will. Like their Jewish an- 
cestors, they looked to the heart as a symbol of personal and cos- 
mic unity. It joined body and soul, the material and immaterial, the 
created and uncreated. For early Christians, no less than for their 
predecessors, the heart was at the center of an anthropological 
teaching that emphasized the holistic nature of human existence. 

Next, we saw that the Semitic doctrine of the heart was ex- 
panded further in the New Testament. Its authors looked to the 
heart as the new spiritual temple, the meeting-place between God 
and humans. They proposed that a heart purified by faith could be 
transformed into a sacrificial site from which the devout offered 
their pure selves. Humans who opened themselves to the guidance 
of Christ and the Spirit were permitted to witness their progressive 
sanctification and to become vessels of divine glorification. 

The inquiry into the concept of the heart in the Old and New 
Testament allowed us to turn to the discussion of Aphrahat’s doc- 
trine of inner prayer with a clearer sense of its source of inspira- 
tion. Aphrahat was deeply committed to the scriptural notion of 
the pure heart and to the rendition of this inner faculty as the su- 
preme symbol of a person’s spiritual condition. Like authors of the 
New Testament, he advocated the inner adoration of God, a fea- 
ture he brought to the fore by presenting silent prayer as a spiritual 
offering that is presented from the temple of the heart. The Persian 
sage envisioned the heart as a liturgical site onto which the fire of 
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Divinity descended in much the same way in which the Holy Spirit 
descended onto the elements at the moment of consecration. 

Of particular interest in our discussion of Aphrahat was the 
idea that the Syrian father did not view the interiorization of the 
temple motif as an invitation to sunder relations with the church 
and the surrounding world. As we had occasion to witness, Aphra- 
hat was greatly aware of the communal nature of the mystical life. 
Por him, purity of heart, inner prayer, and social philanthropy were 
intimately connected. The form of prayer most pleasing to God 
was the act of reaching out to neighbors with compassion and love. 
We saw that, in many respects, Aphrahat’s teaching exemplified the 
notion that humans come to know God through fellow beings. 

If the discussion of Aphrahat brought to the fore the idea that 
a life of inner prayer is linked to the cultivation of interpersonal 
relationships and philanthropy, the elucidation of Ephrem’s writ- 
ings provided us with the opportunity to consider in greater detail 
the role theologians of the early church accorded to the body in the 
quest for God. We observed that Ephrem viewed embodied exis- 
tence as essential to the imitation of Christ’s many charitable deeds. 
Por him, the body was the means by which the soul made its 
wishes known and interacted with the world. To the same degree 
to which the assumption of a human body allowed Divinity to 
manifest itself to the created order, the soul depended on the body 
to reveal its loving intentions and to effect greater peace. Ephrem 
further suggested that the body was the primary means of sensing 
the presence of the wholly Unknowable. The body’s intuitive 
awareness enabled ascetics to reach beyond the limitations of the 
intellect and to know God in a deeply felt, experiential manner. 
Although Ephrem viewed the body as less elevated in nature than 
the soul and the spirit, he deemed it an essential part of the divine 
mountain. 

The teachings of Aphrahat and Ephrem on charitable conduct 
and on the body as tools of mystical ascent were closely heeded by 
their successor Macarius, who emphasized the relational, embodied 
nature of the ascetical life by employing a heart-centered language. 
According to Macarius, the notion of the heart suggested an array 
of interconnected realities. In the heart, the communion between 
humans became a distinct possibility, as did the communion of 
body and soul and of the created and uncreated order. The pure 
heart was ever aware of God’s movement to take command of its 


CONCLUSION 255 


deep crevices and provided seekers with a tangible experience of 
the divine presence. Like Aphrahat and Ephrem, Macarius was 
deeply committed to the holistic conception of human nature. 

In the discussion of Macarius, we also got a first sense of the 
fact that the two traditions of early Christian mystical thought, the 
Greek and the Syrian tradition, were not incompatible. Although 
Macarius’ interest in the liturgical rendition of inner prayer and in 
the use of heart imagery placed his teaching within the Syrian 
sphere of influence, aspects of Christianity’s Greek philosophical 
background were not lost on the author. Macarius’ ability to recon- 
cile elements of both Christian legacies proved of great value to the 
tise of the prayer of the heart and was refined by subsequent as- 
cetical writers. 

The intermarriage of the Hellenic and Semitic teachings was a 
matter of ongoing discussion in the ensuing consideration of Ori- 
gen’s ceuvre. It became apparent that features commonly associated 
with the Syrian ascetical tradition were present also in the works of 
Origen and that the theologian was fluent in both expressions of 
Christian mystical thought. 

The biblical concepts of the pure heart and of the heart as a 
symbol of personal unity were integral to Origen’s doctrine. So, 
too, was the notion of the heart as a spiritual temple. Despite Ori- 
gen’s tendency to draw on abstract Greek philosophical terminol- 
ogy to articulate his ascetical teaching, he infused this teaching with 
a heart-felt devotion to the personalized Logos. For Origen, the 
inner discernment of God was never a matter of theoretical specu- 
lation. Like the biblically inspired authors of Syrian Christianity, he 
championed the idea that seekers place themselves, body and soul, 
in the hands of their personal Savior. Perfection depended on the 
soul’s burning love for its heavenly Bridegroom and on the ardent 
longing to be introduced to divine life. To convey the all- 
consuming, passionate nature of the quest for God, Origen drew 
on the holistic principle of the heart. This principle brought to the 
fore the fact that lasting peace can be attained only if Deity is 
known experientially. It also highlighted the fact that Origen, like 
his Syrian successors, linked the mystical quest to embodied, rela- 
tional existence. 

In discussing the Origenian corpus, we had, on the one hand, 
occasion to witness its author’s debt to the biblical concept of the 
heart. On the other hand, we were able to establish that Origen’s 
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philosophical learnedness provided him with the means of placing 
his tender Jesus mysticism within a framework conducive to the 
detailed exploration of a person’s intrapsychic world. Knowledge 
of Greek philosophy allowed Origen to describe the many facets of 
human existence with precision. It enabled him to indicate how 
inner reintegration might facilitate the experiential encounter with 
God. Origen’s intellectual astuteness gave rise to a mystical teach- 
ing that had a sound theoretical underpinning and a heart-felt, ho- 
listic core. 

The examination of Evagrius’ ascetical doctrine reintroduced 
many features previously discussed in the exploration of Origen’s 
work, Attention was drawn to the fact that notions, such as purity 
of heart (apatheia), the heart as the site of the inner liturgical cele- 
bration, and the affective encounter with God commonly associ- 
ated with the Syrian mystical strand were no less integral to the 
work of Evagrius, a major representative of the Hellenic Christian 
tradition. While Evagrius, like Origen, was more likely to articulate 
his teaching by resorting to Greek vocabulary, his mystical doctrine 
derived from personal experience and reflected the belief that the 
quest for perfection was closely associated with daily, practical in- 
volvement in the trials of human existence. Evagrius never wavered 
in his commitment to the intuitive perception of God beyond intel- 
lectual knowledge. 

As was the case in our inquiry into Origenian teaching, the ex- 
amination of Evagrius’ ascetical doctrine thus allowed us to ob- 
serve that, in the right hands, seemingly disparate elements of early 
Christian thought could be reconciled with authority and ease. 
Evagrius’ theology was not only systematic and philosophical but 
also dynamic and biblical. In his attempt to indicate to fellow 
monastics how they might cultivate an existence conducive to the 
discernment of archetypal reality and to divine oneness, Evagrius 
combined intellectual prowess and deep devotion to the person of 
Christ. 

The chapter on the synthesis of the two early Christian mysti- 
cal strands opened with a discussion of the writings of Dionysius, a 
theologian who was exceptionally adept at joining earlier teachings 
into a system of his own. We had the opportunity to note that the 
sixth century theologian gracefully reconciled elements of Evagrian 
teaching with aspects of his own Syrian background. Evagrius’ 
views on the passions, on the virtuous life, on apatheia, and on un- 
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distracted, imageless prayer had a distinct place in Dionysian 
thought, as did the deeply liturgical conception of the mystical life 
so common to the theology of the early Syrian church. 

But Dionysius should not merely be remembered as a skillful 
synthesizer, for, as we have seen, many of his predecessors had 
already begun the process of joining the two legacies of Christian 
teaching. With regard to the shaping of the prayer of the heart, one 
should remember Dionysius also for further elucidating the Ori- 
genian notion of the soul’s triadic mystical path, for presenting the 
return to oneness with God as an experience characterized by unfa- 
thomable darkness, and for placing love at the center of the soul’s 
endeavor to attain perfection. For Dionysius, the overflow of 
God’s ecstatic love was the source of all things created. The unify- 
ing power of love was also at the heart of his notion of hierarchy. 

We noted that rather than envision hierarchy as something 
constraining and inherently divisive, Dionysius regarded the hierar- 
chical arrangement of the created realm as the primary means of 
unifying human beings to one another, to the angels, and to God. 
The hierarchical order allowed for the mediation of divine love, 
light, and grace. It reintroduced the soul to its inherent order and 
allowed for its progressive transformation into a divine temple. 
Dionysius’ conviction that hierarchy is synonymous with related- 
ness guaranteed that neither he nor later theologians who drew on 
his doctrine would conceive of the quest for divine union in terms 
of an isolated, self-absorbed endeavor. The pursuit of the mystical 
life, despite its need for extended periods of silent prayer, would 
continue to be viewed as a communal experience and as closely 
linked to fellow beings. The celebration of the interior liturgy was 
no less relational than the external glorification of God. 

Our discussion resumed with the exploration of Maximus, 
whose keen vision allowed the seventh century theologian to draw 
on Greek as well as Syrian Christian doctrine to articulate a teach- 
ing that exerted a lasting influence on subsequent generations of 
Christian seekers. By building on Origenian and Evagrian thought, 
Maximus provided the tradition of the prayer of the heart with a 
sophisticated anthropological theology. He was able to apply 
knowledge of a person’s internal processes to the lived experience 
of Christian existence and to show how inner unity might be rees- 
tablished. Maximus’ mastery of earlier anthropological systems also 
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enabled him to suggest the means by which interpersonal and cos- 
mic fragmentation might be healed. 

In our discussion of the Maximian corpus, we were also able 
to observe that its author was deeply committed to the heart lan- 
guage so pronounced in the writings of Syrian ascetics, although, as 
has been pointed out repeatedly, such language was employed also 
by Origen and Evagrius. Despite his deep involvement in doctrinal 
matters, Maximus was a theologian who articulated a teaching that 
radiated warmth and devotion to the Son of God. For him, the 
incarnation was of the greatest importance and bore witness to the 
inherent goodness of creation. Maximus’ belief in the salvific en- 
fleshment of the Logos propelled him to articulate a mystical teach- 
ing that was much invested in corporeality and that looked to the 
visceral perception of Divinity as the primary means of knowing 
God. 

Maximus’ teaching was no less invested in the relational di- 
mension of Christian existence. The theologian was emphatic that 
the internal celebration of the liturgy and its potential to usher in 
direct communion with God did not call into question the impor- 
tance of the church. Like many of his predecessors, Maximus 
looked to the inner glorification of God as a means of deepening 
rather than sundering interpersonal relations. The progressive puri- 
fication and illumination of the heart through undistracted prayer 
allowed for greater self-knowledge. Greater self-knowledge, in turn, 
enabled Christians to reconnect with their divine source of being 
and to experience its all-embracing love. Once they encountered 
God in the heart, humans were able to love freely and joyfully. 

In the hope of providing as complete of a picture of the 
prayer of the heart as possible, the discussion concluded with a 
chapter on two aspects of the ancient practice hitherto not consid- 
ered, the desert tradition and the medieval hesychast tradition. On 
the one hand, this inquiry allowed us to trace the influence of 
Greek and Syrian ascetical thought on both legacies. At the same 
time, it provided the opportunity to pay close attention to one par- 
ticular expression of the prayer of the heart, the Jesus Prayer, and 
to consider its origination in the Egyptian desert and its rise to 
prominence during the later Byzantine era. The emphasis Egyptian 
and Byzantine mystical theologians placed on the somatic dimen- 
sion of inner prayer served to highlight further the deep regard 
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eatly Christians harbored for the body and its potential to facilitate 
spiritual advancement. 


With the above summary of salient findings in mind, we can 
now return to our initial discussion of the term “mystical,” which 
was provided in the introduction of this study. Based on McGinn’s 
working definition of mysticism as denoting Christian beliefs and 
practices that are concerned with “the preparation for, the con- 
sciousness of, and the reaction to what can be described as the 
immediate or direct presence of God,””4 we established that early 
Christians envisioned divine communion as an experience charac- 
terized by a deep sense of mystery. We noted that this sense of 
mystery did not arise from the fact that God and all things divine 
are kept secret but rather from the fact that the essence of Divinity 
remains ineffable at heart. While the mystery of God’s love for 
humankind was revealed resoundingly in the Christ event, mem- 
bers of the ancient church believed that it was of such a nature as 
to surpass anything the human mind could fathom. 

This opening proposition has been confirmed throughout the 
discussion of individual theologians. For instance, we were able to 
observe that Evagrius characterized the state of pure prayer in 
which God can be contemplated directly as a state that transcends 
human constructs and images. Dionysius suggested that God is 
known in a mysterious darkness of unknowing and championed 
the concept of apophaticism to convey the incomprehensibility of 
Deity. All church fathers discussed in this study believed that the 
infinite nature of Divinity prevented ascetics from ever grasping 
and describing its essence. For them, the mere proposition that the 
human mind might penetrate the veil of divine mystery and capture 
God was inconceivable, for it implied that the latter was finite and 
subject to limitation. 

The early Christian emphasis on a person’s inability to grasp 
God intellectually had lasting implications for the conception of the 
mystical life and the role assigned therein to the body. The realiza- 
tion that human intellectual powers were limited propelled ascetics 
to shift their focus of attention away from our rational faculties to 
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the body and its intuitive awareness to discern God’s inner pres- 
ence. Visceral, participatory knowledge took precedence over theo- 
retical inquiry. Teachers of inner prayer recognized the critical role 
of sensory experience in any human form of knowledge, including 
knowledge of the divine.’ They understood that the wisdom of 
the body provided them with the means of knowing that God is, 
even if they could never hope to know what God is. 

The body was essential to the mystical life for yet another rea- 
son. As has been indicated frequently, early Christians believed that 
the soul depended on embodiment to express its compassion and 
goodwill. The immaterial could not shape the phenomenological 
world and mediate between warring factions unless it had a tangible 
presence. The body provided such a presence. It allowed humans 
to reach out to fellow beings and to alleviate their suffering. It pro- 
vided the means of effecting the rest of God. 

We also saw that members of the ancient church looked to 
the body as the humble yet persistent mentor of the proud soul.74% 
Theologians were well aware that the transformation of the human 
heart into a place of divine indwelling depended on a person’s abil- 
ity to face and master the many challenges posed by embodied ex- 
istence. They believed that seekers who heeded these vital lessons 
could work toward their gradual sanctification and catch a glimpse 
of Paradise even in this lifetime. As Brown suggests, the huge labor 
and reward of the mystical life happened, because the body could 
never be abandoned.”*? 

The body-centered orientation of early Christian mystical 
thought has been one focal point of this inquiry. Unlike the com- 
monly held and perhaps clichéd assumption that ascetics strove for 
communion with God by becoming excessively spiritualized and 
negating their embodied existence, the writings of the church fa- 
thers examined here suggest that this understanding does not accu- 
rately reflect their theological outlook. While the spiritualization of 
material nature was of concern to ascetical practitioners, it was not 
their goal to deliver the soul from its bodily vessel. Instead, they 
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sought to vouchsafe that body and soul together were subsumed in 
spirit.9 Both aspects of human nature were divine creations and, 
as such, integral to the discernment of God and to a petson’s deifi- 
cation. Although the soul was deemed superior to the body, the 
latter was not considered a hindrance to the mystical life but rather 
an asset. The present study has attempted to highlight some of the 
reasons underlying this early Christian sentiment. 


Throughout this inquiry, close attention has also been given to 
the communal nature of ascetical existence. We were able to ob- 
serve that the mysterious, intensely personal encounter with God 
was placed within a relational setting and hinged on participation in 
the Body of Christ. Early Christians were convinced that the mys- 
tery of God’s love could not be experienced apart from the church, 
its liturgy, and its community. They knew that direct contact with 
Deity depended on neighborly relations and charitable deeds. Inner 
prayer and social philanthropy were but two sides of the same coin 
and to be practiced in conjunction. For theologians of the ancient 
church, charitable conduct implied the imitation of Christ. It al- 
lowed seekers to shape themselves in accordance with their heav- 
enly model and to manifest to the world the divine love that was at 
the heart of human existence. Communal outreach enabled indi- 
viduals to discern God-like attributes in their neighbors and to 
value the sacredness of even the most ordinary and seemingly un- 
important of moments. 

The idea that inner prayer went hand in hand with active in- 
volvement in communal affairs may come as a surprise to modern 
readers who are wont to conceive of the mystic as a person who, in 
pursuit of the subjective experience of God, withdraws into isola- 
tion. In the present study, the endeavor has been made to rectify 
this misconception and to show how involvement in mundane 
human affairs allowed the faithful to manifest, in the here and now, 
the inclusive and loving nature of the eschatological community. 
Our ancestors never wavered in their belief that the ability to tran- 
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scend human division and to approach all beings in a spirit of 
equality and love was the hallmark of the sanctified sage. 


The notion that communal outreach advances the discern- 
ment of God’s inner presence introduces us to our final discussion, 
the discussion of how modern individuals might translate the an- 
cient doctrine of inner prayer into a present day, non-monastic 
context. As we have seen, theologians of the Byzantine period suc- 
ceeded masterfully in translating early Christian thought into a me- 
dieval context. Does the transposition of this teaching into a 
twenty-first century setting promise to be equally successful? Can 
contemporary pilgrims living in the world hope to discern God’s 
presence despite the much altered circumstances of modern day 
existence? 

Given the emphasis of early Christian ascetics on the rela- 
tional dimension of the mystical life, the practice of inner prayer is 
in many respects ideally suited to its translation into a present day 
context. Does not the understanding that love in action is the quin- 
tessential means of serving God, indeed, does not the suggestion 
by theologians, such as Aphrahat, that the reaching out to fellow 
beings constitutes prayer itself strongly invite such a reconceptuali- 
zation? Is not the very notion of prayer as an interior liturgy that 
can be celebrated in any place and at any time of such a nature as 
to welcome its transposition into a modern, non-monastic context? 

To explore this feature, it is helpful to consider the views of 
several contemporary theologians and to take as our starting-point 
a revealing passage from the Sayings of the Desert Fathers. In it, refer- 
ence is made to the advanced spiritual state of a doctor, a layman, 
who, even while living in the world, participates in the angelic lit- 


urgy: 
It was revealed to Abba Antony in the desert: “In the city there 
is one like you, a doctor by profession, who gives to those in 
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need whatever he can spare; and throughout the whole day he 
sings the Thrice-Holy Hymn with the angels.’’”>! 


The idea expressed in the above lines that the anonymous 
doctor is spiritually equal to Antony, the greatest of desert fathers 
and holy men, is thought-provoking. It suggests that what is 
needed to glorify God and to enter the Heavenly Kingdom is the 
opportunity to engage in charitable deeds. Ware proposes that the 
way of hesychia “lies open to all: the one thing needful is inner si- 
lence, not outer.”752 We might expound on this important notion 
by suggesting that what is needful to the way of hesychia is not only 
inner silence but commitment to the purification of the heart 
through philanthropic relief. While Christians living in the world 
are, no doubt, at a disadvantage in the attempt to enter a state of 
deep inner stillness (the world cannot but be a distracting place), 
their involvement in worldly affairs, on the other hand, provides 
them with constant opportunities to discern God through the cul- 
tivation of ethical conduct. For contemporary Christians, active 
service may well be the foremost means of deepening their reli- 
gious existence and of drawing close to God. By committing to 
love in action, they overcome isolation and increase the well-being 
of fellow beings. They give rest to God and are propelled into the 
company of the angels. Individuals who view the welfare and pro- 
gress of their neighbors with as much joy as their own and who 
perceive reality with intrinsic mutuality are most authentic in their 
imitation of Christ.” 

In the third century, Origen wrote that “he prays ‘constantly’ 
(deeds of virtue or fulfilling the commandments are included as 
part of prayer) who unites prayer with the deeds required and right 
deeds with prayer.””>+ According to Origen, the faithful worship 
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God if what they do and say is for the glory of God.” Hence, all 
Christians who act in the service of Divinity and seek to transcend 
earthly divisions engage in prayer. While silent meditation on God 
is ever an essential feature of a prayerful existence, such an exis- 
tence rests on communal outreach and on the wish to reconcile 
humans to one another and to God. Christians living in the world 
can, in the words of Paul Evdokimoy, “introduce into society and 
relationships the truth of the dogmas they live, thus dislodging the 
evil and profane elements of the world.”756 Non-monastic Chris- 
tians have the ability to counteract the tendency toward divisive- 
ness, isolation, and self-interest which is so intrinsic to our times by 
extending the celebration of the interior liturgy into culture and 
society.757 The more seekers work toward unity and peace, the 
purer their hearts become and the brighter the divine light that 
shines within them. 

The ability to enter stillness so as to perceive God’s presence 
is a vital aspect of inner prayer, and, as has been suggested, for 
Christians who lack the ordered framework of a religious commu- 
nity, the opportunity to experience a state of altered consciousness 
in which Divinity can be discerned is limited. Yet if this study has 
accomplished what it set out to do, it has indicated that reliance on 
the transformative impact of interpersonal relations is, in itself, a 
powerful tool of spiritual advancement. As Clément posits, the 
whole existence of a person can become prayer if it is interpreted 
in the light of the cross and the resurrection.7”58 

Time and again, we have had the opportunity to confirm this 
maxim. We have seen that the true follower of Christ is the person 
who, guided by God’s will and an earnest desire to imitate the Lo- 
gos incarnate, relates ever more fully to fellow beings and to the 
created order. Genuine mystics seek to overcome imposed barriers 
and, by doing so, to introduce to daily existence the peace, justice, 
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and equality that characterize the angelic community. Like Under- 
hill, they believe that the distinction between the mystical life and 
the practical life is false and that it is through “all the circumstances 
of existence, inward and outward, not only those we like to label 
spiritual, that we are pressed to our right position and given our 
supernatural food. For a spiritual life is simply a life in which all 
that we do comes from the center, where we are anchored in 
God.”79 


The doctrine of the prayer of the heart is based on the prem- 
ise that there is no division between doctrinal and mystical theology 
and that the teaching of the church guides Christians toward the 
experimental encounter with God. Ascetics of the ancient church 
knew first-hand that intimate, felt contact with Divinity could not 
be brought about through intellectual inquiry. For them, the so- 
matic perception of God was the only means of tasting the joys of 
the heavenly realm and of finding lasting peace. 

Throughout this study, the idea that the quest for God hinges 
on the holistic conception of human nature and that it cannot be 
conducted without paying close attention to the body has been 
emphasized. This approach was adopted in the hope of addressing 
the desire of modern seekers to honor the psychosomatic dimen- 
sion of their existence and to accord the body a prominent place in 
the spiritual journey. The attempt has been made to present Chris- 
tians who can no longer subscribe to the Cartesian fragmentation 
of reality, including the fragmentation of body and soul, with a 
doctrine that acknowledges the interrelatedness of all things and 
the inherent unity of mind and matter. Such Christians may find 
comfort in an ancient practice that advocates an integrative view of 
human nature and that deems the body crucial to personal, inter- 
personal, and cosmic reintegration. The idea that the divine quest is 
closely linked to our embodied nature promises to speak to all mys- 
tical pilgrims who believe that somatic awareness reveals to us a 
presence too profound and vast to be captured by the finite human 
mind. The notion that intimacy with God is dependent on em- 
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bodiment also promises to be of interest to all modern individuals 
who, like members of the early church, believe that the body is the 
terrain on which the battle to expand human consciousness is 
waged and won. Early Christians were deeply aware of the fact that 
spiritual growth called for the broadening of existing boundaries— 
an inherently painful process—and that this process was made pos- 
sible by the body. This timeless observation has lost none of its 
pertinence and is as valuable today as it was in late antiquity. 


Here, then, we conclude this study. No doubt, there is a great 
deal more to explore. Each theologian considered in these pages 
deserves further, detailed attention on his contributions to the tra- 
dition of the prayer of the heart. Such a venture would allow for 
the ongoing exploration of the incarnational spirit of ancient mysti- 
cal thought and its pro-body, pro-community orientation. In this 
study, we have but touched the tip of the iceberg. Hopefully 
though, the unifying message of Christianity’s mystical legacy has 
become apparent. Hopefully, it has been shown that early Chris- 
tians searched for God not by negating physical, relational exis- 
tence but by engaging more fully in it, thereby hoping to praise 
God to the best of their ability. 

The unifying nature of the Christian mystical tradition has 
been at the forefront of this inquiry in yet another respect. Wher- 
ever appropriate, it has been shown that the division of this tradi- 
tion into distinct schools of thought, the Greek and the Syrian 
school of thought, is but an invention of our own time and does 
not capture the fluid nature of Christianity’s ancient heritage. Theo- 
logians of the early church did display certain tendencies in the 
choice of language and articulated their teaching by veering either 
toward the Hellenic or the Semitic pole of Christian mystical 
thought. However, the Alexandrian notion of the ous’ ascent into 
the luminous presence of Divinity and the Syrian understanding of 
the descent into the depths of the heart did not describe two dis- 
tinct approaches to the ascetical life. Advocates of both teachings 
sought to reflect on the same divine reality. The means by which 
they proposed to touch upon this reality were inherently compati- 
ble. In this respect, Greek and Syrian mystical teachings constitute 
aspects of one unified, dynamic whole. 

Last but not least, attention has also been given to the rele- 
vance of Christianity’s ancient teaching within the modern world. 
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Again guided by the motif of unity, it has been proposed how con- 
temporary individuals might benefit from the ascetical doctrine of 
eatly Christians, and how this doctrine might allow them to recon- 
cile a life of inwardness with the responsibilities of everyday, 
worldly existence. This endeavor to unify the past and the present 
has hopefully indicated the lasting value of the doctrine of the 
prayer of the heart to modern pilgrims. A teaching which promises 
to reveal to us how the doors to a heart-felt encounter with God 
might be opened and inner peace rediscovered is a wonderful gift 
bestowed upon today’s world by theologians of the early church. 
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